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Introduction 

 

 

 

Introduction 

 

In 1946, at the age of one, I contracted Polio. Suddenly, a world of infinite possibilities 

collapsed in upon me.  Everything was now a struggle: breathing, lifting my arms, learning to 

walk. Nothing came easily. 

 

And the suffering wasn‟t just physical. Gradually, I learned about rejection. The subtle, and not 

so subtle messages that society delivers to the weak and deformed. To protect myself, walls 

went up. This meant that in various ways I was also emotionally paralysed.  Wasn‟t a 

promising start, but nevertheless, my life has been remarkable.  

 

I played many sports with a vengeance, engaged in petty crime for years, excelled at school and 

University, bought, sold and consumed drugs. Crossed and re-crossed continents, eluding 

police from Mexico to India.  

 

At twenty-eight, I abruptly changed direction, and by doing so was able to help many others.  

 

Now, at the end of an event filled life, how do I feel towards the Polio virus which attacked that 

soft and innocent child those many years ago?  Well, life hasn‟t been easy, but it sure has been 

interesting. Perhaps I should thank that microbe for its blind Benevolence?  
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Chapter 1    

 

First Light 

 

I‟m floating high, near the ceiling, in a large hospital ward, watching a doctor gently take a 

child by the hand, and lead him between the beds.  I am also that four-year-old child, 

recovering from a spinal operation and learning to walk again. 

 

From above, I know that the doctor is pleased with my progress. The child below knows 

nothing. 

 

This may be a distorted memory, or even complete fiction. Nevertheless, it marks my coming 

into being.  The years before are empty. 

 

My early memories are of hospitals, doctors and nurses: not my parents, sister and home. 

 

This poor child is me, aged four.  

I was completely immobilised by a full body cast for six months. 
 

Some years later, I‟m in another hospital, alone and lost. In a small room, before me lies a 

thin, old, grey man, naked and dead.  In this moment, I see my own end. 

 

Such mystical experiences were rare. The day before, I went fishing, killed frogs, and stole ice-

cream from the corner store.  The day after, I went to church.  My friends did much the same.  

However, in times of stress, I could be pushed over the edge.  

------------------------------------- 

 

Today, one last hospital visit. It‟s been eleven years of operations, casts, clinics, needles, 

isolation and loneliness.  I will not be coming back, because I am twelve, and „The Sick 

Children‟s Hospital‟, in Toronto, does not treat teenagers.  

 

I enter a large consultation room, surrounded by many dressing cubicles. Dr. Mustard, a 

highly respected surgeon, and the man who saved my life, sits behind a desk, Dictaphone in 

hand.  He‟s pleased with my progress, and says so, into the machine.  Although he does not talk 
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to me, I suspect the dictation is directed my way.  On the wall are many x-rays of my spine, 

showing neck to pelvis.  There are several nurses in the room, and this pleases me.  I consider 

grasping the side rail of a hospital bed, and doing a horizontal handstand.  I would do this for 

the nurses.  Then, Dr. Mustard says goodbye, and I leave for a dressing cubicle.  However, 

there‟s been a mix-up, and I‟m sharing with a young girl, perhaps sixteen, who‟s naked to the 

waist!  This is definitely an improvement on the dead man.  Life is looking up.  

 

One comment.  At twelve, I was a skinny, twisted, bag of muscle and bone. Not the horizontal 

handstand type.  But I could do it and outside of the Olympics, not many could.  Oddly enough, 

fourteen years later, in a Tehran hospital, I did a handstand for the benefit of a young, female, 

Iranian doctor.  I needed to sell my blood, and wanted to show her how strong I was.  

 

Crime and Punishment 
 

„Our Lady of Fatima‟ is dark, and deserted.  We‟ve broken into our own primary school, and 

not for the first time.  It‟s exciting and dangerous.  We‟re here for the adrenaline. 

 

Then, on the drive just outside, a car creeps up, very close.  “Christ, O‟Connor‟s back”.  He‟s 

unlocking the door.  Bob and John disappear: they‟re faster than me.  I‟m standing behind an 

open classroom door. Connor passes within six feet of me, and unlocks the office.  My heart 

batters and rages. Soon he finds what he‟s after, retraces his steps, and is gone.  Every other 

memory of that night, is also gone. 
 

For five or six years, episodes like this were repeated.  The targets changed: accomplices came 

and went. Why this slide into delinquency?  Two or three years before, I wasn‟t a criminal.  

What got me started?  Well, Mr. O‟Connor, you mean, sanctimonious fart, I figure it was you.  

------------------------------------- 

 

It‟s one year earlier: six of us are lined up outside of „Connor‟s office.  We‟re small, 

intimidated and anxious. He holds a long leather strap, coated with coarse abrasive material, 

and is on a moral crusade, intending to teach us life‟s valuable lessons. We had been throwing 

snowballs too close to the school.  From the twisted look on his face, and the way his whole 

body rises, as he brings the strap down, I figure he enjoys this.  He certainly works hard at the 

beatings. When it‟s over, we run to the drinking fountain and splash cold water over our 

burning hands. From her alcove, above the fountain, „The Virgin Mary‟ looks compassionately 

down.   

 

A few days later, at night, we return and smash windows.  We sometimes jam the fire-door in 

Leighy‟s room in order to break in.  Most outings are fun, some destructive, none very 

profitable. 

 

Well, Mr. Connor, we sure did learn a few valuable lessons!  Did you really think those 

beatings were going to turn us into responsible social beings? Did you hold the image of Jesus 

before you, as the strap came down on my paralyzed arm? 

 

Deterrent? Not one of us, for two seconds, ever considered changing, because of your pathetic 

punishments.  With our hands still burning, we plotted revenge. 
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Apparently, my friend Lanny was involved in the „snowball incident‟, but remembers things 

differently.  

 

Lanny Remembers Connor 
 

The snowball strap involved only you and I. You were standing near the wall taunting me to 

toss a snowball. Being a GOOD Catholic, I resisted, but you pushed me over the edge, and I 

threw one. O'Connor was watching the whole scene. We reported to his office and stood side by 

side. My prayers for nothing more then a tongue-lashing were dashed when he produced the 

dreaded strap. I was first and got three whacking blows on each hand.  When your turn came 

you were defiant. He told you to put your hand out. You replied "Let's see what you've got". I 

thought "shut the fuck up, he'll hit as hard as he can now". He wound up and hit you a dandy. 

The crack was LOUD and drove your arm down. You raised it and said, "Is that all you've 

got?"  Two more full force strikes and you said "Okay that's enough, you proved your point." I 

kept quiet, not wanting any more of that torture.   

 

How many times were we beaten because of snowballing? I remember two: Lanny seems to 

remember a third. 

 

 

Academic Excellence? 
 

 O‟Connor‟s class is big. Years six, seven and eight are all lumped together.  I‟m adrift, in a 

sea of anonymous faces.   

 

It‟s rumoured that Delores, one of the older girls, is a whore.  She certainly does ask me some 

very peculiar questions.  I don‟t take advantage of a promising situation.  Stomping on frogs 

and mice I understand; Delores is disquieting. 

 

The big guys have been hanging around for years. When sixteen, they‟ll all go to work in 

construction.  They‟re built like tanks.  Joe Lamma tells me his cock is thicker than my arm.  

This is probably true. 

 

No one in this heaving class knows science and math like I do, and that includes „Connor.  His 

lessons are woolly and meandering. Dad shows me how to calculate the area of a circle from 

first principles.  I give up on „Connor, there‟s no point in trying to teach him anything.  

 

Thankfully, Sister Cornelia takes over. She is young, attractive, and friendly; the beatings stop.  

Mr. O‟Connor is teaching Science, at St. Joseph‟s High.  Gads! 

 

Cornie intends to turn us into scholars. This is how. We are given a comprehensive series of 

tests, which are soon marked. She takes the pupil with the highest grades, and puts him in the 

first seat of the first row, the next highest into the second seat, and so on.  The poor bugger in 

the seventh seat of row five, might just as well be on the moon. 

 

Ross, Dianne and Patsy wound up in front of me. I‟m shaken, ashamed, and determined to do 

better.  Sister Cornelia, you have my full attention.  I won‟t be fourth for long.  This is my 

strategy.  Everything she teaches, I memorize. And I do mean everything: countries, capitals, 

rivers, explorers, dates, saints, parts-of-speech.  All it takes is time, and determination. 

 

When the next exams are due I go up to the first desk, sit down, stretch my legs, and say with a 

grin, “Just trying it out, seems OK”.  Cornelia has got to admire my style.  A week later the 

seat is mine.  I toy with moving my desk further forward, perhaps level with Cornie‟s.  

However, just occasionally, discretion prevails. 
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The new seating has one unforeseen advantage.  Patsy Zarabelny is directly behind me.  

Turning around to chat with her, I‟m staring down at the creamy-white, freckled, ski slopes of 

her breasts. She lives on a farm, prompting many a bovine metaphor.  Patsy wants to be a nun.  

What a waste!  

 

 

Looking back, I don‟t think much of Cornie‟s methods. She lined up thirty-five struggling 

souls, and said, “In the eyes of God, you are number one, and you, way down there, are number 

thirty-five”.  For some, this was terrible.  Not for me. I liked being number one.  

 

The studious classroom days were followed by nights of vandalism and theft.  Ironically, once 

a month, we would line up before the Virgin to confess our sins.  The night before one of these 

mass confessions, we broke in, and cleaned out the Mission Boxes! The priest heard nothing of 

this.  We were reckless, but not complete idiots.  He got a load of guff about impure thoughts 

and actions, half of which we made up.  Personally, I was suffering from a definite shortage of 

impure actions.  By the way, what a boring job.  Sixty confessions in a morning!  I‟d rather 

work in a canning factory.  Anyway, to return to the point. 
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The Virgin Mary, upper left, knew of our criminal exploits but was sworn to silence. 

 

 

Cornie also knew that we were breaking in.  O‟Connor would have called the cops, or try to 

beat it out of us.  Sister Cornelia‟s instincts were better.  She knew that we had a future, and 

didn‟t want to trash our lives.  Obliquely, quietly, she let me know she knew.  „Our Lady of 

Fatima‟ ceased to be a target. In any case, I had to give up the night job, academics was making 

serious demands on my time. 

 

Parallel Lives 

 

It‟s time to formally introduce my friend Lanny.  Our lives have crossed and diverged many 

times over the last fifty-five years.  

 

There‟s a fight on the basketball court.  Earnie is leaping into the air, in order to smash a much 

bigger kid in the face.  We encourage him.  Soon the taller boy is bleeding, and quietly crying.  

I wonder why he doesn‟t fight back, but feel no sympathy.  Earnie is in our gang. 

 

Why didn‟t Lanny fight back?  Perhaps the following helps to explain. 

 

Mom told me not to fight with my sister.  Hitting could kill her, and she‟d be dead forever. Also, 

mom said I might be killed in a fight, and never see anyone again. I would be eternally in a 

black horrible place.  She was planting a growing fear inside me.  To make matters worse, I‟d 

often come home to find her drunk.  Meals weren‟t prepared, laundry wasn‟t done. Beer was 

the most important thing in her life. 

 

Is this true, or has Lanny rewritten the past? Well, I knew his mother, and believe me, things 

were very bad.  
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Lanny At 14? 

 

 

Lanny Meets Jim 

 

I noticed a kid, about my age, playing in front of his house. He was thin and his shoulders 

tilted. Said he‟d broken his back, and it was still mending. In time he‟d be like everyone else. 

Polio was a subject he avoided. Musta thought being crippled made him less a person, but from 

the first, I saw Jim as normal.  

 

At school we played softball, basketball and soccer. He was weak and slow, but played with all 

his heart and I liked being on his team. It helped that I never felt threatened by him, though 

later I learned that, if necessary, he‟d fight with a baseball bat to even things up.  
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Jim often talked about projects he and his father were working on, 

 and showed me some of them. 
 

 

 

Schematic From My Diary 

 

It shows a Tesla Coil which dad and I built 
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Pauline Johnson Collegiate  

 

In „High School‟ the academic competition was intense.  There was no hope of being first, but 

otherwise, I stayed well ahead of the pack, and after five years won an „Ontario Scholarship‟. 

To quote Edison, it was 90% perspiration and 10% inspiration. It was continuous long nights of 

study that kept me out in front, not raw intelligence.  

 

I was, however, a truly talented public speaker!  Never lost a competition, sometimes winning 

at county level. Loved being up in front, riding the waves of applause and laughter. 

Unfortunately I couldn‟t handle the stress, so quit the stage, except for this one last appearance. 

 

Lunch break, and Mr. McDonalds‟s Physics lab is almost full, mostly girls, and definitely no 

teachers.  I‟m standing behind the front bench, a fish-tank on the right, my trusty assistant John 

on the left. 

 

Grabbing a large goldfish from the tank, I stuff it in my mouth, and swallow.  It‟s wiggly and a 

somewhat gritty, but down she goes.  Just takes concentration, and a little practice.  The girls 

start screaming.  A few break for the door.  When things settle down we all leave.  Seems 

nobody‟s too keen on lunch.  The next day, McDonald puts a sign on the fish-tank. 

 

Please Do Not Eat 

The Fish 

 

 

 

Just a minute. What really happened here?   

 

Nope, there was no slight of hand.  The fish truly did go down, albeit with difficulty.  However, 

we‟d prepared carefully.  Several days before I had a test run, ate a few, and knew I could do it. 

John went „round the school taking bets. The money was more or less an admission fee.  I 

wonder why so many girls, and did they get their 50 cents worth? Gotta smile just thinking 

about it.  Bloody outrageous! 

 

By the way, why didn‟t someone confront me? The story must have shot „round the school. 

Probably too bizarre. Anyway, who‟s going to go after a mentally deranged, physically 

handicapped, top-level student.  No way.  

 

 

The Grand River 

 

From my home it‟s only a short walk to a wide beautiful river, where we spent most of the long 

summer holidays hunting and fishing along its banks. 

 

The „Grand‟ is deep, slow and muddy, winding through the dust of the „Indian Reservation‟.  

Our boat, „The Blue Angel‟ creeps at an agonizingly slow pace.  It doesn‟t seem to matter 

whether Bob rows or not.  We take turns shooting at birds, but without enthusiasm.  We‟re hot, 

sticky and bored, competing for space with the tent, food, sleeping bags, and fishing rods.  It‟s 

going to be a long seventy miles. 

 

When the river becomes shallow, Bob and John climb out to lighten the load and guide the 

boat. I‟d be a liability in the River.  After ten minutes, things change quickly. The banks close in 

and the current begins to surge and swirl.  Hurrying, we put on life-preservers. I‟m on my 

knees at the front, trying to push us clear of large boulders over which the River boils, at the 

same time, shouting directions to Bob, who‟s rowing.  Left, hard left, right.  Almost hysterical, 

we give up, hunker down, and ride through.  The boat repeatedly pancakes onto the rocks, but 
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she doesn‟t break.  At times we‟re sideways to the current.  There are a few more hard thuds, 

and then, the River opens out.  Bob gets the oars in, and swings the bow „round.  Not so boring 

after all. 

 

----------------------------------- 

 

„The Blue Angel‟ was born on the spring floods, and has her own story to tell.  A lot of good 

plywood was floating down The Grand River, and free for the taking.  Durrand‟s dad was a 

carpenter.  Some of the gang helped him gather the ply‟. Don‟t know who thought about 

building the boat, but papa Durrand probably figured it would be his.  He figured wrong. 

 

So we built her. Luckily, I had my dad‟s power tools. There were thousands of small screws, 

along the frame.  And here was the first hitch.  We‟d no money, and screws were expensive.  

But „Old Lady Pearson‟ did have money, and we took it from her. We took a lot. It was a 

sordid affair. Eventually, Sadie went into a nursing home.  Her son thought she couldn‟t handle 

her money. In fact, it went to build our boat. 

 

„Angel‟ was beautiful.  Our proud moms and dads all came to see her.  Alas, she had no oars.  

Time for another scam, this one with a neat twist.  A neighbor of Lanny‟s left his garage door 

open at night, lights on, and yes, a pair of oars under the roof. God loved us.  We stole them, 

and added a coat of paint.  But, Durrand‟s dad smelled a rat, and didn‟t believe the story we‟d 

cooked up. So that night, back they went, onto the lawn, next to the garage. The owner 

wouldn‟t have known they were ever missing.  I like to think that „the tale of the magically 

painted oars‟ still circulates back home. 

 

We took „Angel‟ on a five-day journey, down The Grand, to Lake Erie. Through rapids, around 

dams, over dams, and out into a vast, limitless estuary.  John‟s parents thought he was just out 

for the day.  My dad saw how much food was missing from the basement, and had a rough idea 

when we‟d be back.  Glad we did it, the world has slammed a door forever, on such adventures. 

 

Over the next two years we fought a battle for the possession of „Angel‟. The Durrands were 

the first to be cut out. Then, Allen and John tried to squeeze me, so I put the boot into Lanny.  

He came knocking on my door one day, only to find that we were halfway down the River.  

Don‟t feel too sorry for him.  It was he who first „discovered‟ „Old Lady Pearson‟, and not only 

did he steal from her, he stole from us. In the end, Bob and I sold the boat, and split the cash. 

 

Killing A Robin 

 

As our path opens into a clearing a Robin drops down, landing twenty feet away.  She‟s 

probably a mother. In one continuous motion I bring my rifle up, aim and fire.  The Robin 

shudders, and falls over, dead.  There‟s a whispered, “You got it”, and then silence.  She‟s 

warm and soft in my hands.  Excitement and unease compete in this brief terrible moment. 

 

Throughout my youth, I caught frogs, crabs, snakes, crows, rabbits and mice, and kept them as 

pets. In the field, I killed these same animals.  The contradiction never worried me, until, one 

day. 

 

My gun arcs upwards. Moments later a strange, wonderful bird: orange, white, red, blue, and 

yellow lies dying in my hands. The only Cedar Waxwing I will ever see, and it‟s dead.  I put my 

gun away, and never touch it again.   

 

Six years later, in Northern Ontario, I did get a license and carried a high powered rifle.  It was 

heavy, but felt good. My back was bent, causing me to lean: the rifle pulled me straight. A 303 

is a wonderful equalizer. 
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Diary Entry, 1962  I‟m writing with my left hand, because Dave broke my arm in three places, 

and it‟s still in a cast.  Was so calm walking into the office that the secretaries thought it was a 

joke. Least it meant I didn‟t have to write the next set of exams. At home, mom cried, “O God, 

why do these things always happen to me?” Umm, no ma, it happened to me. 

 

Diary Entry  Bob, John, Al and I went to see „The „Pit and the Pendulum‟, then to a restaurant, 

where I pretended to speak French and John Italian.  Bob translated.  Then we went to Al‟s, 

and played table tennis. I won.  Well done Jim. 

 

 

 

 

Cards 

 

It‟s ten in the morning. Euchre‟s the game. Bob and I against Leone and Lanny.  Not a lot of 

money on the table, but what little there is, is important.  

 

We‟re having fun, enjoying each other‟s company.  As the day progresses, we all learn to 

cheat.  Given the deal, I can put a chosen card anywhere. We devise ways of signaling our 

partner, and reading our opponents.  It‟s compulsive, and bordering on surreal.  New complex 

games are superimposed on the original one.   

 

Leone prepares lunch, and supper.  Thick white bread with butter, roast beef and gravy.  Good 

food, good friends. We play through the night and into the morning.  Eighteen hours!  No one is 

tired.  Finally, Bob and I slip off, into a crisp, cool dawn.  We‟ve won about three cents for 

every hour played. 

 

A very long day, but otherwise, typical: no television, alcohol or drugs.  They weren‟t the glue 

that held us together.  Six years later, drugs took over my life, but at that time, I faced the world 

head on. 

 

Here‟s another evening, which seemed great fun at the time, but had unintended consequences.  
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Lanny and Leone had a tape recorder which John and I wanted. We set up an elaborate „Sting‟ 

requiring me to deal a near perfect hand to Leone, and yes, a perfect hand to myself. Had to 

keep track of over a dozen cards, and get them down on the table at just the right time. Here‟s 

what I wrote in my diary.  

 

 Skinned Walker for his tape recorder. When the cards were dealt, Leone had five Kings, with 

five Aces neatly concealed in my hand, and only two wilds showing.  The betting went up fast.  

After a lot of weeping, and giving out with the old, “I‟ve got a family to support”. She put up 

the recorder, and I got it.  Bloody good show, wouldn‟t you say? 

 

Shallow, calculating and immature, and that‟s with my friends. However, it was only reading 

Lanny‟s biography that showed me how much distress I‟d caused that night.  

 

One evening, I came home to find Leone in tears. She begged me not to be mad at her”. I was 

worried something terrible had happened and told her just to tell me; I wouldn‟t be angry. She 

said that John and Jim came over to play cards.  She had one very good hand, but the bets 

escalated. Jim told her to put up my tape recorder against the pot, and she did. Her full house 

was beaten by four of a kind.  Jim had dealt from the bottom of the deck. Was a lesson she 

never forgot and one that shows what my friends were like back then.   

 

E-mail to Lanny from Jim, 2009  Lots in your biography I didn't know about. Had no idea that 

the tape recorder scam caused Leone such distress. 

 

E-mail to Jim from Lanny  Leone's distress was mostly caused by her fear of my reaction. I 

was ruthless during that stage of our marriage. It‟s a time I „d like to forget. 

 

 

Stealing From Mrs Pearson 

 

Many of us competed over the tiny „territory‟ that was Mrs. Pearson.  We were ruthless, cruel, 

daring and stupid.  

 

Four of us are gathered in Sadie‟s front parlor.  She‟s happy to have our company, but also 

wary: money‟s bin disappearing and she‟s tightly clutching her handbag.  Today‟s challenge: 

separate Sadie from that bag.  I fall forward onto the carpet and thrash about convulsively.  My 

friends have seen this before, and warn her I‟m dangerous.  “Quick Mrs. Pearson, better hide 

your money.”  She scurries off into her bedroom, and reappears without the handbag, just as 

my friends bundle me out of the front door.  Circling the house, I come in the back, go to her 

bedroom, rifle the purse, and vanish with the money.  

 

We took every dollar she had, probably two weeks grocery money.  That bought many screws, 

for our boat, and may have saved our lives in the Grand River rapids.  No one, and there was a 

big gang of us, ever questioned the morality of what we did.  The problem was keeping others 

off our patch.  

 

That evening, we went to the pictures, where I lost my wallet, which contained a lot of money.  

Outside of the cinema, a lovely young girl came up to me, smiled, and returned it.  I had a 

flickering glimpse into another world, which quickly faded. Meanwhile, Sadie‟s son, Charles, 

is concerned, and talking with her neighbors. 

 

Saturday morning, and there‟s a knock at the front door. Dad answers, and invites Charles in.  

He explains that a lot of money has gone missing, and his mother has no idea where.  The 

neighbors suspect that I might be responsible, but now he‟s „seen me‟, he knows that can‟t be 

true.  I‟m both relieved and annoyed.  Bloody hell! Cripples can‟t even be criminals.  Heck, I 
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was at the center of it all.  After Charles leaves, the word goes out, and we stay well clear of 

Sadie‟s. 
 

 

Lanny Remembers Sadie 

 

I truly regret stealing money from Sadie Pearson. Spose that shame better describes how I feel. 

She was senile, perhaps in the early stages of dementia, and belonged in a nursing home. Her 

son was partially to blame for letting people like me near her.  Anyway, I was going door to 

door offering to do odd jobs, and quickly learned she could easily be scammed. I tipped off our 

gang. This led to a constant barrage of thefts. Today my neighbors are elderly, and often I do 

favors for them. Won‟t accept payment: Guess I owe it to Sadie. 

 

After Sadie went into a nursing home, the gang often talked of her.  In a darkened room, we‟d 

invoke her memory and literally terrify ourselves.  Her ghost still haunts both Lanny and I.  It‟s 

interesting, but not convincing that Lanny places some of the blame on Charles.  Seems more 

like an effort to sidestep the guilt. For what it‟s worth, he and I now live strictly moral lives. 

------------------------------------- 
 

Didn‟t learn to ride a bike „till long after the others.  I envied them and often dreamed of 

cycling. The dreams were of freedom and of not being handicapped. When I did learn to ride a 

bike, it was through sheer determination and persistence.  Here is a joyful race. 

 

It‟s late at night and Lanny and I are heading home.  The streets are wide, smooth, and almost 

traffic free, great for cycling.  The last two miles turn into a race.  He should beat me easily, 

but „Fat‟ Lanny is getting fatter.  Also, my legs, although partially paralyzed, are developed 

like an athlete‟s.   

 

Both of us have something to prove and are deadly serious.  However, we do slow down for the 

Stop signs. This is where I get the edge.  Lanny is working hard, stopping for the signs and 

accelerating out after each.  I drop back, maintain a good steady pace, and let him check for 

cars.  When he moves out at the intersection, I know it‟s clear and shoot on through: don‟t even 

bother looking.  It was a close race, which we both won. 

 

 

Dreary Days? 

 

My last years at High School were passed in increasing isolation. I was caught in a loop.  More 

studying meant fewer friends and fewer friends meant more studying.  I didn‟t even find hope 

in the standard materialistic goals. 

 

It‟s the end of a long, exhausting day and I‟m wondering whether to walk the two miles home.  

Madame de Muy, my French teacher, pulls up and offers me a lift.  She‟s driving a luxurious 

car that costs twice what my dad makes in a year.  This is the American dream and I should 

want it.  However, as I bend to look in, a sad, almost despairing voice says, “No Jim, even this 

won‟t help you”. 

 

Over the years, my inner voice seldom speaks, and never gets it wrong. I take the ride. 
 

Don‟t get me wrong, things were far from totally gloomy. My diary depicts a rich and complex 

life. Seems I couldn‟t decide between the role of „model pupil‟ or ‟petty delinquent‟. Often 

took on the cops, spent a lot of time gambling and killed anything within range. 

 

Here first, is the image I presented at school. 

 

…Working to build an energizer for the Science Department‟s magnets 
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… Mr Charbonneau asked me to speak at the Remembrance Day assembly 

 

… Am now President of The Debating Club which has grown to a fair size. Florence is going to   

join with another girl.  

 

…Also, elected President of Physics Club 

 

…Went to see „Twelth Night‟ –pretty good play  --good acting  --funny 

 

And then, for a little light relief. 

 

…killed four birds with five shots, got lucky I guess…2 robins, 1 starling, 1 sparrow  

 

…suckered Mike into a poker game,  …dealt off the bottom,  …split money with Bob 

 

…stole a lens from the school telescope.  

 

…I think the cops have our number, can hardly leave the house without being pulled over 

 

 

Gradually, as academic pressures increased, my anti-social pastimes dropped away. 

 

 

Was some poor bugger listed as 39
th

 in a class of 39? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 18 

 

 

 

University 

 

At times, I got very drunk.  Otherwise, for the first two years, nothing much happened.  Then, 

suddenly, the sixties broke upon us.  

 

I was keeping my head down, steadily working away, while all around me, things were starting 

to fizz: good God, some of the girls weren‟t even wearing bras!  Gary Thaylor, one of the 

College Dons, got me interested in drugs, oddly enough by trying to eliminate them. 

 

I‟d been staying well clear of pot and LSD, but felt that others should be free to say and do 

whatever they liked. Thaylor thought differently. He called a house meeting and bludgeoned 

thirty university students into stony silence.  Only Gordon Brown and myself opposed him. As 

a result Alan Kamin, a very bright and charismatic student, was expelled from our College 

residence for daring to suggest that pot should be legal.  

 

All this depressed me.  It was discouraging to see how easily a room full of intelligent men 

were coerced by an authority figure. Hitler would have an easy time in Canada. In a spirit of 

defiance and adventure, Gordon and I moved out of the residence and got our own flat. I 

bought a state of the art stereo, and a kilo of good quality grass.  Don Thaylor had driven me 

into the arms of Morpheus.   

 

Once a week, we invited friends round, filled a pipe, and got high.  Life was exciting .  Most 

students wanted to try dope and quite a few found their way „round to my place.  I was „The 

host with the most‟: excellent dope, and a smashing record collection.  

 

„Fixing To Die‟ is always the first record to go on as the evening begins.  It‟s the same ritual 

every weekend: the records, the dope, the pipe, the circle of friends. Tonight, no one‟s talking.  
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Our own internal waves gently surge and break in time with the music.  Outwardly, nothing 

happens.  After two hours, quietly, people begin to leave.  Graham stops at the door and says, 

“Thanks Jim, that was a great evening”.   

 

I was both happy and optimistic. My grades improved!  Wrote two near perfect exams, one in 

Physics, one in Math. Smoked dope the night before my Literature exam and got an A. I 

stopped drinking alcohol which had been a serious problem.   

 

After graduating, I began a Physics Masters and worked for my Professor in the „Van de Graff 

Lab‟.  This didn‟t interest me in the least. A Physicist must be highly intelligent and utterly 

committed, so I failed on both counts.  I longed for the weekends, and the shared 

understandings of our secret world. Tried LSD twice that summer.  The atomic structure of 

Lithium couldn‟t compete.  Something had to give. 

 

 

 

An incomprehensible equation sprawls across the blackboard board. Physics, once intuitively 

obvious, has become an act of faith.  I give up, close my notes, lean back, and feel immense 

relief.  As the Canadian winter closes in, my vision shifts to California.  

 

A young stewardess sits on the armrest of my seat and chats in a relaxed friendly way.  Outside 

of the L.A. terminal we meet again.  Afraid and locked within a shell, I push her away. 

 

Three hours later, the vast, blue Pacific stretches before me. Here in, Laguna Beach, I fall in 

love with „Sunshine‟ and begin to melt. 

 

 

 

 

 

Would stroll each morning along a series of isolated coves. Frequently, I was greeted with a 

smile and a welcoming hello. Were people here confusing me with someone else?  No, it was 

the late 60‟s, and this was Southern California. 
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A friend introduced me to the Frisbee. My running was little better than a quick walk, and even 

slower on sand. Worse, could only raise my hands to eye level.  Still, it was just another 

challenge, and I loved pushing my body to its limits.  So, what do you do about a Frisbee that‟s 

way over your head, if you can‟t raise your arms? Well, here‟s the trick. As soon as the 

Frisbee‟s thrown, I know exactly where it‟s going, and I‟m off. My hand starts low and I 

literally throw it up at the Frisbee.  My body, my hand and the Frisbee, arrive together. The 

observer sees a beautifully timed catch. There‟s nothing to it. Just practice an hour a day, for 

two years.  

 

 

So, to work.  Running along the sands, jumping from boulder to boulder.  Climbing the cliffs.  

Smoking an occasional joint.  Chatting with the many beautiful girls.  It was a tough life, but I 

was my own boss, and had the weekends off. 

 

 

 

 



 21 

This Is Important 

 

My right shoulder is higher than my left and my back is bent in an S.   I tried to hide this by 

raising my left shoulder so it would be level with my right.  Seems absurd but others didn‟t 

think so.  Can remember standing in front of the bathroom mirror, with dad encouraging me to 

level my shoulders.  “There”, he says, “Almost normal”.  On another occasion, while watching 

a movie about Toulouse-Lautrec, dad assures mom, “Don't worry, Jim won‟t be that bad”.  

 

“Almost normal” and “not that bad” aren‟t what you‟d call politically correct, but P.C. wasn‟t 

around. Dad was a man of his time. He paid the mortgage and put food on the table.  

 

When Dave broke my arm at school, a friend phoned and remarked, “Lucky it wasn‟t your 

„good‟ arm.”  But it was my good arm!  Never considered it anything but good. Society was 

adding to an already serious problem. 

----------------------------------------- 

 

So, back onto the streets of Laguna, trying to keep my shoulders level.  This is work.  My body 

is rigid, my face strained.  Then I give up the struggle: my left shoulder relaxes and drops, my 

arms swing free.  It‟s a beginning.  Soon, for the first time, in spite of my broomstick arms, I‟m 

wearing short-sleeved shirts.  However, it will be a year before I‟m brave enough to remove my 

T-shirt on the beach.  A young lady suggested it would be a good idea. 

----------------------------------------- 

 

This afternoon the beach is crowded.  „Spider‟ Wills and I are playing Frisbee.  He‟s one of the 

world‟s best.  Great to play with.  Tell him where I want it, how I want it, it arrives.  Off the 

sand, over the sea, or behind my back: it‟s mail-order Frisbee. 

 

Down the beach come two „Under Cover‟ agents.  It‟s eighty degrees and they‟re wearing 

shiny black leather shoes! Might as well carry a banner saying POLICE? Spider loops the 

Frisbee to me, wide, around the cops.   I return it, hard and straight, just missing the nearest 

man.  As he passes, I look him in the eye and say, “Let me know if you see anything 

suspicious”.  He‟s just about to blow.  Fortunately, his partner has a sense of humor, and rests 

a hand on his shoulder.  

----------------------------------------- 

 

A few nights later, as the sunset fades, a young couple drift up, and share a joint with me.  As 

they‟re leaving, I spot two men running at me.  They have leapt from a balcony not thirty feet 

away. Still burning, the joint goes into my mouth.  I‟m swallowing as Purcell hits me with both 

hands in the throat and knocks me backward onto the sand.  The J goes down. The Goldfish 

„training‟ has paid off. I open my mouth and gurgle a few words.  Purcell curses, “Bastard, I‟ll 

slit your throat the next time”.  He‟s the head of the District Narcotics Squad.  A few months 

later, his son will be arrested for dealing dope at the local High.  I ask them to leave my beach, 

and they do.   
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Laguna swarms with „Narcs‟.  They pick off the weak and careless, leaving a vast herd of users 

untouched.  Everyone smokes.  At night, the cops will go home, and blow a joint with their 

wives.   

 

Meanwhile, America lays waste to Vietnam. 
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Chapter 2     

 

Turn On, Drop Out 

 

In the six months prior to leaving for California, all of my friends were drug users. For a few of 

us, drug taking was a religious practice, and LSD the sacrament.  We were encouraged in this 

nonsense by academics like Aldous Huxley and Timothy Leary.  Huxley was at least sincere, 

but Leary was both deluded and disingenuous.  Unfortunately, I was emotionally immature and 

vulnerable to anything that promised freedom and hope.  It could have been religion, alcohol, 

or sex, turned out to be LSD. 

 

 

 

Trouble is, psychedelics are impressive.  As a Catholic, I‟d taken „Holy Communion‟ about 

200 times, and believe me, not a lot was happening.  Take LSD, and something certainly does 

happen. You have a tremendously powerful experience. Surround yourself with „supportive‟ 

friends, suspend your critical faculties, have a high enough level of need, and hey-presto, 

you‟re lost.  Even today, I‟m reluctant to admit how destructive my drug taking years were.  

But one thing for sure, for better or worse, it was an important time in my life.  Here‟s what I 

wrote in my Diary. I find it embarrassing. 

 

Diary, Dec ’68 …this LSD thing‟s getting bigger and bigger.  My first two trips were fun & 

important, but only now do I recognize Acid‟s full potential.  …I dropped several caps with Al 

and Dave.  It was a powerful trip. Didn‟t really go nuts, but the lock was sprung, and the next 

time with Brian and Carroll, everything flew to pieces. 

 

Notice the vocabulary. „Going nuts‟ and „flying to pieces‟ were positive aspirations.  Leary, 

encouraged this.  

 

During my second trip, Brian, left me alone with his wife.  As Carroll reached out and took my 

hands, I looked into her eyes and fell deeply, hopelessly in love.  Nothing was said, but from 

my perspective, those thirty seconds were grounds for her divorce.  If you‟re out there Carroll, 

“How was it for you?”  

 

The LSD experience is characterized by emotional certainty. Repeated and repeated is the 

message, “This must be right, and it is profound”. Old Acid freaks all chant the same litany, 

“Ya man, LSD, bad stuff, don‟t touch it, but ………...”. And there‟s always a but. 
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Some like Brian were lost.  He wrote me a letter, shortly after the three of us took Acid 

together.  I include it as a warning to anyone tempted to take psychedelics. Brian is twenty-two, 

will soon loose his wife, and is on the way to a nervous breakdown. Here‟s part of what he 

wrote. 

 

Tim Leary has enabled me to realize a few threads of that gigantic ball of string that unravels 

over our living room, in and out of your socks, through the fibers Carroll‟s dangling birds, and 

back down the toilette. 

 

The Message is clear - get unstrung – quit trying to hang yourself. 

Your book?  our book, written by Tim, has shown me the Message. -  Drop Out 

 

The seed of my father, your fathers, our father, has brought Carroll and I together.  We are 

quietly awaiting the mighty transformation –   And you have brought us closer together, Jim, 

with your book, sacraments, and guidance  … 

 

This drivel carries on for another three pages!  Sadly, no one told Brian to ease off the drugs.  

All of us were immersed in the same batty culture, and only slightly saner than he was.  

----------------------------------------- 

 

I‟ve been jumping about in time here, but a bit of context helps to explain my subsequent 

behavior. Let‟s leave Toronto now, and get back to California. 

 

I took LSD once every two weeks, in a conscientious and controlled way, as a type of 

psychotherapy.  The dose levels were very high.  Normally, I chose a deserted beach, and 

always dropped alone.  Here‟s one trip, with a bumpy comedown.   

----------------------------------------- 

 

Emerald Bay is stunningly beautiful and almost deserted: the perfect place for an acid trip.  

Guards keep out anyone who isn‟t a movie star, or a millionaire, but I scramble in along the 

cliff-lined coast, avoiding the boys in blue.  The few people I meet are friendly. 

 

Took enough acid for three people.  Things got fluid.  I can remember trashing about in 

someone‟s splendid garden, looking up at a whopping great sea front home, and laughing,  

 

“Just glad there are millionaires”  “ and” 

  

“Just as glad I ain‟t one of them”.               

 

 

There was, however, a problem. 

 

The tide‟s in, so I can‟t go back along the beach and there‟s many a cop between me and 

Laguna.  Gotta walk out past them.  Almost make it, when one stops me and wants to see some 

ID.  Now identity‟s a slippery concept on LSD. so I pass him my wallet, hoping this „identity 

thing‟ is in there somewhere.  He figures it‟s a bribe and, turning purple, reaches for his gun! 

 

Arrested, handcuffed, passed over to the State Police, I can begin to relax.  Rambo, with the 

shaky trigger finger, is left behind. The new guys are friendly, but the Law says, I‟ve gotta be 

taken to the Orange County Jail.  Nobody wants me, but the system grinds on.  Some of it‟s fun, 

I can‟t stop smiling.  My mug-shot shows an idiotic grin.  But it‟s a long way down, and things 

get scary.   Countless iron doors close, ominously behind me.  The bars of my cell bend, as I 

climb onto the top bunk. Someone tries to commit suicide, but it‟s out of focus and out of time. 
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The Orange County Jail is „state of the art‟, yet they loose track of me. After three days, one of 

my cellmates knows something‟s wrong and calls a guard.  Two hours later, I‟m free, and 

running.  The next time, they won‟t get me so easily. 

  

And here comes the next time.  

 

I‟m in a sheltered cove, tripping on LSD. It‟s a soft, warm night, perfect for frisking.  I run 

about, taking off my clothes, which disappear, blending perfectly with whatever they land upon, 

rocks, sand or seaweed.  Behind me, my feet leave long lines of slowly fading, phosphorous 

green footprints.   

 

A bit later, it‟s getting cool, and I‟ve „lost‟ my clothes: can‟t see them anywhere. Fortunately, 

as I snatch at a nearby cactus it turns into my T-shirt.  Then my trousers emerge from the sand. 

And so it goes, a joyous shopping trip.  Finally, I find my sleeping bag, tucked against the cliff 

face.  Powerful chemical fingers draw me down, and in.  There are deep, primal lessons to be 

learned. 

 

Then a searchlight hits me from above.   It‟s the cops, out on night patrol. I take off running 

along the bay, which is now transformed, into a long, curved, riot of rainbow colors.  I‟ve 

never felt this free.  Ahead, a narrow ledge leads out into the sea and around a point. This is 

home territory and I know every inch of it.  On the other side, I climb the cliff and crab like, 

stuff myself into a crevice.  The cops aren‟t going to follow me here.  Now that I‟m safe, my 

world ripples and dissolves.  

 

Later, a new day dawns, tinged with warmth, hope, and sadness.  I find my sleeping bag, and 

walk home, passing friends along the way.  If the police want me, they‟re gonna have to be a lot 

sharper. 

----------------------------------------- 

 

Here‟s what my diary had to say about the midnight sprint.    

 

May/69  Yesterday was my 9
th

 trip.  Profoundly beautiful, xcept for the cops.  I must stay close 

to the earth, until my searching is over.  Feel very much at one with nature.  Intend to get into 

shape. 

 

How much of this night on the beach was actually real? Well, the phosphorous green footprints 

were, and that goes double for my escape from the cops. The cactus turning into a shirt was not.  

Other things happened that defy reason, but to this day still seem very „real‟. They were 

entertaining and comforting. It may sound odd, but at times my mind was lucidly clear. I 

actually tried investigating some experiences scientifically. Didn‟t get anywhere. 

 

Before beginning this biography, I thought my Acid trip memories had faded beyond recovery, 

but it‟s not true!  They lie resting, waiting to be conjured into life.  Still can‟t shake off, that old 

chemical seductress.   

 

By the way, I certainly did „get into shape‟.  Running along the beach, away from the cops, I 

was moving!  My friends would sometimes beg me to “slow down” as Gollum like, I‟d bound 

from boulder to boulder. 

------------------------------------------------- 

  

If you‟ve been keeping track, that‟s two acid trips and both times the cops have stuck their 

noses in.  It‟s about time I turned the tables. 
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Above Laguna‟s beaches, along the cliff tops, stretches a large, sprawling garden.  Sheltered 

viewing points and small picnic areas, are connected by a maze of pathways.  Unseen, one can 

move between any two points, in a dozen different ways, and I know them all. 

 

An „undercover‟ Narc is threading his way along the paths, hoping to spot someone blowing a 

J on the beach below.  I‟m bored, looking for a bit of fun. Quick, like a bunny, I circle round 

and take up a position that he must pass, then relax and admire the view.  When he‟s gone, I‟m 

off, once again showing up just in front of him.  Perhaps this time there‟s a double take: 

certainly tension in the air.  Three or four times more, and he gives up and disappears. 

 

It was a dangerous game, but I viewed these guys with contempt.  They served no social 

purpose. Might just as well spy on young lovers and probably did.  Also, they were terrible at 

their job.  Sometimes felt sorry for them and wanted to give a bit of friendly advice.  “Look 

man, slow down, take your shoes off, get to know people.”  But they couldn‟t do that and stood 

out, like bad breath in the bedroom. 

 

After six months in Laguna, my money ran out.  It was a 3,000-mile hitch-hike back, but I was 

sure of a warm welcome.  The frame of my backpack was stuffed with a selection of mescaline, 

LSD and grass.  The plan was to pick up a few thousand dollars which dad owed me, and head 

for Hawaii.  But, as the old saying goes, „If you want to make God laugh, tell Him your plans‟.  

Stopped in on Brian and Carroll for a while. We passed a playful afternoon banging drugs out 

of the pack frame, and settled down to a few days of rigorous quality control.  

 

Then home. I intended to spend a week with mom, dad and Mary, pick up my money, and go to 

Hawaii.  Didn‟t quite work out. 

 

Bin using drugs for over a year, and had taken LSD ten times.  My parents had their suspicions 

but knew nothing definite. On the day dad was getting my money from the bank, I went down 

by the River, and dropped a load of Acid.  Meanwhile, mom had searched upstairs and 

discovered my diary.  She called dad at work, and he came home.  It was unpleasant reading for 

him. The detailed accounts of my ten Acid trips convinced them I was insane.  Dad also 

decided I was gay, although he later accused me of screwing a lot of women who were no 

better than whores.  
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While mom and dad were pouring over my diary, I was down by the River working out some 

family dynamics of my own.  The relationship between the content of my trip, and what was 

happening at home is uncanny. 

 

Aug/69 Trip 11   The river valley is a frozen nightmare of browns and grays.  A large dead elm 

blocks my field of view. This is my father: he is sad, beaten and dying. I want to be free of him. 

Then in a moment, a great weight lifts from me, as I lie down on the soft grass to make love to 

mother earth. 

 

I was importing Freudian imagery wholesale into my trips. Anyway, let‟s get back to Mother 

Earth. 

 

Then WOW, I‟m soaring high!  Trees and grass dance and wave. Up flying with the birds, for a 

long glorious hour, then very high for another three after that. …   

 

Don‟t get home „till 9 … Place looks like a morgue, figure there must have been a fight so go 

outside to think.  Mary comes and tells me the game is up.  I call dad onto the porch, hoping to 

get my money.  He explodes, and tries to hurt me in various ways. 

 

What were you doing? Sucking Steve off last week? I know what you Acids freaks are like. 

 

At one point, he was reduced to running about, holding his right shoulder high up against his 

ear!  

 

Later, said he‟d return my money in five years, (if I straightened out) Didn‟t laugh, but sure felt 

like it.   He tried to egg me into a fight. Had it not been for my sister stopping him, I would have 

been punched in the face. To top things off he says, “You know, I wished you had died from 

Polio”  

 

Clearly, my father and I were on a collision course. Tragically, when the wreck came, it was 

disastrous.  For most of my life, he‟d been my teacher and friend.  After he read the diary, we 

never really spoke.  For many years, I hated him intensely.  

 

When the fireworks died down, Lanny came and whisked me away in his car. Soon I was in 

Toronto, living in a cheap dive and looking for work.  Went to the „Toronto Teacher‟s College‟ 

and picked up an application form.  Hated the place.  Looked and felt like primary school.  On 

the way back to digs, stopped in at the Physics Lab. They offered me a job, so I threw away the 

teacher training application form.   

 

The lab work was challenging.  By day, we probed the inner secrets of atomic structure, while 

in the evenings, I introduced a few of the team to dope, and one to LSD.  Also, used my 

position in the Lab to order restricted chemicals, intending to synthesise DiMethalTriptamine.  

 

My Acid trips were dangerously unpredictable.  Friends must have been concerned, but they 

said nothing. LSD became the centre of my life, but there were very few positive returns. 
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I met a beautiful young woman and with time we grew closer. Should have ditched the drugs, 

and taken a chance with her.  But no, winter rolled in, and I rolled out, back to Laguna.  

 

 

Found a little flat, backing onto Bluebird Canyon.  Behind, was a tangle of green stretching 

from the hills to the sea.  At night, Pacific breakers lulled me to sleep.  As a friend said, 

“Millionaires don‟t live like this”. In the morning, I practised flute and then did an hour of 

physical exercise. It was a five-minute walk down to the beach where friends could always be 

found, strung out along the five connecting coves. Here, in Laguna, leisure was a full-time 

occupation.   

 

Spider Wills practised Frisbee two hours a day, so I could usually get a game. His girlfriend, 

Candy Calhoon, watched Spider and I playing, and decided to take me in hand, which she did. 

On the beach, a woman I‟d never met before offered to show me something „really nice‟, and 

proceeded to suck my kneecap! One of the girls from Laguna High came over and tried to sell 

us a raffle ticket?  I was saved from what might have developed into a very kinky situation.  

The lid had blown off the bubbling pot of social convention and anything could happen.  

 

Each glorious sunset was followed by a bright, clear dawn.  But it wasn‟t enough.  Hooked on 

the idea of LSD as therapy, I was taking Acid every week or two.  My diary gives the details of 

thirty-four trips.  Many were „shut down‟, difficult experiences. Imagine driving a car, breaks 

on, gas pedal to the floor.  I suffered from intestinal cramps, back pain, sleepless nights, and 

weight loss.  Began to suspect that LSD was part of the problem, but was deeply embedded in 

the drug culture.  It was much harder getting out, than getting in.  Gradually, my Acid trips 

were spaced further and further apart.  Still, I was thinking, “If only I can get it right”.   

 

Had no plans aside from staying in Laguna for as long as possible.  Began a mail order service 

selling LSD to my „friends‟ in Canada, a dangerous but lucrative way of extending my stay in 

California.  In large quantities, I could buy Acid for next to nothing.  Also grew marijuana 

behind my flat. 

 

My bedroom was full of plants hanging from the ceiling, drying. I stashed hundreds of hits of 

Mescaline and Acid in the freezer.  A young kid I knew sold my dope at Laguna High. This 

was insane. Narcotics agents were everywhere. 

 

There was one entertaining spin-off from growing grass.  Debbie, my neighbour, wanted to see 

the plants.  She was a very attractive nineteen year old blond. Her large pink-white breasts were 

streaked with fine blue veins. Funny what one remembers. We climbed down, into the forest of 

green, me hopefully clutching my camera.  Her clothes came off in a flash: didn‟t take a lot of 

coaxing.  The photos suffered badly from camera shake: can‟t understand why. 

 

Somehow, I made it out of Laguna, without a visit to the state prison.  Hitched up to see friends 

living just north of LA.  From there, a long ride took me all the way to Washington.  The driver 

said I could stay with her in Seattle.  We took in the sights, had supper, and made love. Then, 

the next day, started all over again.  She was strong, direct, gentle and kind.  For the first time, 

everything was right.  Thought about her often, on the long road home. 

----------------------------------------- 
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You might think hitching through the Rockies romantically picturesque. Well, try sleeping on 

granite, half covered in ice, and then think again. Only after many days of being cold and 

hungry, did I make it back to Brantford. 

 

Lanny and Leone let me sleep in their living-room.  It was a small house crowded with two 

young boys and three adults, and I tended to run about nude half the time.  Gotta thank them for 

being so incredibly tolerant.  

 

 

The house was buzzing with friends and relations.  This was so different from the homes Lanny 

and I grew up in.  There was lots of music.  I played flute and sang, Lanny backed on twelve-
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string, and others came round to jam.  I had a good ear, and a strong voice.  Things were 

definitely upbeat.  You see, there was very little dope, and NO LSD.  Just ordinary people, 

trying to get by. 

 
The local canning factory was taking on staff for the summer season. This was a step down 

from nuclear physics, but all the same to me. Was concerned they wouldn‟t want me because I 

was physically handicapped, however, as the boss said, “If you can hear thunder, and see 

lightening, you‟re hired”. 

 

As a quality control inspector, the rule was, keep moving, and „Whatever you do, don‟t taste 

the food‟.  I worked twelve-hour shifts, seven days a week, and slept in the park, because the 

house was so crowded.  „But I got by, with a little help from my friends‟.  

 

Gradually adjusted to the work, and thrived on the routine. Cycle uptown, take a bus out to the 

factory, work a twelve hour shift, come home, sleep, cook, eat, back out to factory.  Put on 

weight, became sane, felt good.  Kept this up for over two months, once working twenty-nine 

consecutive twelve-hour night shifts!  

 
The canning factory was like a little city.  My mother was there sharpening the corn cutting 

knives.  I would stop by and say that her work wasn‟t up to scratch.  She‟d been doing the same 

job for ten years, and told me to piss off.  Although Ukrainian, she was a master of the English 

language.  Lanny, Lanny‟s brother, and loads of old schoolmates also worked there.  Would 

have been a very social place, except, YOU COULD NOT TALK.  Imagine coming in at the 

start of the shift, the vast factory quiet and still.  Then a single motor starts up, turning a pulley, 

which screeches louder and louder.  You think the noise will drive you mad.  Then, a hundred 

other motors start, and ten thousand tin cans clatter along their lines to the various machines.  

You can no longer hear the original screaming pulley.  The foreman has to shout directly into 

your ear, and then, maybe you get it.  That summer, I made money, got well, and got out.  Once 

again, as winter closed in, I boarded a plane for LA.  

But it wasn‟t the same Laguna.  „Happy‟ couples had broken up, Spider Wills was putting on 

weight, beer and television were replacing pot and surfing.  Candy Calhoon was moving up 

North, with a guy she wasn‟t even balling!    

 
“Go to Mexico”, says a young lad on the beach,“ Santa Cruz, not San Blas”.  So the next day, 

my thumb is out, and I‟m heading for the Mexican border town of Nogales, across the great 

Southern desert. 
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If you cut the head off a cockroach, it‟ll sit quietly, and then take off running until it collides 

with a wall.  This was how I travelled.  A thousand miles down into Mexico I discovered that 

there were hundreds of towns named Santa Cruz. When they passed out names, the Spanish 

didn‟t get beyond a half dozen Saints. Luckily, my map showed one Santa Cruz just across a 

bay from San Blas, and the kid in Laguna had mentioned San Blas.  

 

Here, we‟ve gotta get something straight. The Police Chief in San Blas was named Carlos. 

Remember the name. A year on, and I‟ll consider killing him. But first, I have to get to Santa 

Cruz.  

----------------------------------------- 
The „Jungle Bus‟ was a flatbed truck with seats bolted on, and a canopy overhead.  We bumped 

along the dusty road between Tepic and Santa Cruz, the Mexican peasants shouting and 

laughing.  Santa Cruz was a small village of about thirty houses, clustered around a river delta, 

which fanned out into the Pacific.  Everywhere, green and yellow banana trees sliced the clear 

blue sky.  “How long you here for?” says a gringo as I jumped down to the dusty road. Looking 

round, I took a guess at “two years”, which turned out to be just about right.     

 

For eight dollars a month, I rented a small adobe house, with a palm-leaf roof.  My millions of 

Pesos were going to last a long time.  As in Laguna, it was only five minutes to the beach.  The 

locals renamed me „Himmy‟ for Jimmy.  Really, it should have been the adult form, „Hymen‟, 

but I wasn‟t keen on that. A trickle of „turistos‟ came and went. There was nothing much to 

keep them, no shops, toilets or even running water. Only a few of us stayed to learn Spanish, 

sip smoothies, succumb to a host of diseases, and get arrested. 

 

A house very much like my first home in Santa Cruz, except that I had 

 neighbours on either side.  Also many children, chickens, pigs and fruit trees. 

 

 

 

 

 

Outside my front door, giant butterflies churned the warm, bright air.  As birds flew over, I 

could hear the rush of their wings through the thin roof. When it rained, water would cascade in 

torrents past my open door: lightening lit the jungle night with arc-light flares: thunder ripped 

and boomed while I sat, warm and dry, just watching. 
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This far south, the Pacific is warm.  I can stay in for hours and frequently do.  Because my 

body is paralysed, and my back bent, life boils down to a struggle against gravity, but 

Archimedes occasionally came to my aid. 
----------------------------------------- 

 
My favourite beach is, as usual, deserted.  Can‟t swim, so don‟t venture out, but there‟s lot of 

kicking and splashing, face forward, holding my breath. Then, I do a courageous thing.  

Leaning back, my feet rise, and the sea lifts and carries me gently in her hands, my face turned 

to the circle of blue sky. I‟m living on trust, suspended between two infinities.  This is a pivotal 

moment, like the morning my shoulders relaxed on the streets of Laguna.  Move over sunshine, 

I‟ve taken another lover, the sea.  There‟s plenty of room for both of you. 

 
Watch now, as I quickly progress from tadpole to porpoise. 

 

It‟s early morning.  Here, the River opens into a broad sandy delta. Three-foot waves roll 

gently by, lifting me as they pass.  Cautious, but unafraid, I venture, out beyond my depth. I 

know the sea will eventually take me in. 

 

The waves are long, and crystal clear.  Strung out, suspended in them, are shoals of 

Barracuda, their long pointed mouths bristling with rows of razor-sharp teeth. I‟m acutely 

aware that my shorts are on the beach. It‟s the crown jewels that concern me. Willie retreats to 

a half-inch stub, and my testicles disappear altogether.  Shouldn‟t really worry, everyone 

knows Shark and Barracuda don‟t attack this far north. Mind you, the two oyster fishermen 

killed last month, might disagree. 

 

A morning swim at the River mouth.  No place to be dangling bait. 

 

 

----------------------------------------- 

 

And now, much further south, I‟m truly pitting myself against the sea. 

 
Giant waves tower over me.  As each one passes the sea surges out, trying to take me with her. 

It‟s a struggle to stay on the bottom and simultaneously time the approaching breakers.  

Concentration is everything.  I dive under, just as the next one crashes down, then come up, 

fight for air, get carried in, plant my feet, and go again. It‟s a life and death struggle, and I‟m 

doing it for fun! Ecstatic, out here in the bright blue sea, looking back at miles of silver sand.  

There‟s no future in it, but, as the surfers say, “One hell of a present”. 

 

Wasn‟t always quite as reckless as this might sound.  One afternoon, I looked at my friend Bob 

and said, “ Ya know, if we don‟t get off this beach, we‟re gonna die”.  And so we left.  
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After my morning swim, tempting the Barracuda, much of the day was spent on routine chores: 

carrying water, shopping, cooking, gathering firewood.  This was pleasant, but time consuming.  

When a Mexican says „manana‟, he means the day after, the day after „tomorrow‟, and then, 

only maybe.  A papaya, banana and mango smoothie costs 5p, but can take half the afternoon.  

Eventually, old Pedro acknowledges you on the rough wooden benches and ten minutes later he 

takes your order.  You sit chatting with the other Gringos, and sometimes, the Smoothie comes.  

„Ay tiempo‟, there‟s plenty of time.  Fortunately, my years, on the beaches of California, had 

prepared me for these rigours. 

 
Collecting enough wood to cook a simple meal could take all afternoon. The easily accessible 

stuff is long gone, and the jungle dark and dense.  You emerge clutching a few pathetic sticks, 

sliced by thorns, bitten and bruised. In bed at night, your body glows with the stings of a 

hundred tiny cuts. “I loved it”. Those of us who did, stayed. 

 

Cooking on an open fire isn‟t easy.  Took me years to get the hang of it.  But for a mid-

afternoon snack, oysters were simple and really hit the spot.  Wade out among the boulders 

with lemon and salt in your back pocket: smack them off with a machete, pry them open, and 

slosh „em down.  Great 

 

I was good with a machete.  Built my bed and one table.  Kept it very sharp, and carried it 

almost everywhere.  The local dogs stayed well clear.  

 
Learned Spanish from a textbook someone in Laguna had given me.  Also, picked up a lot by 

listening to mothers shouting at their children.  There were thirteen kids within twenty feet of 

my house.  That‟s a lot of yelling.  Knew more Spanish than the Mexicans knew I knew, which 

was a definite advantage. 

 
The few resident Gringos all knew each other, and most were friends.  My memories of these 

friendships are good.  Relationships were infused with a clarity and warmth, which for the most 

part, was missing in Laguna.  So, I‟ll say it again, There was NO LSD.  I hadn‟t consciously 

given up; it just dropped away.  There was still very good grass, but I didn‟t smoke much.  

Mind you, the surrounding jungle could shift your consciousness a long way all on its own. 

Here‟s a weird experience and it‟s not drug induced. 

 

It‟s a dark night on the river delta.  A vicious pack of dogs is silently moving in on me.  I‟m 

carrying a long wooden spear but no machete.  Essentially, I‟m helpless, but the thought 

doesn‟t even cross my mind.  Decide to turn the tables.  Take off my clothes and begin to stalk 

the nearest dog.  He‟s angry, but also afraid. I move closer, never taking my eyes from his, then 

run at him, howling.  He breaks, in a wide circle, and the others scatter.  The next half-hour is 

madness as we chase each other about. For the most part, I‟m the aggressor.  Eventually, run 

out of steam, turn my back, and walk away.  The dogs know who‟s boss.  
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Didn‟t hear much from the neighbours next day.  Vitorio, my landlord, ventured a tentative, „La 

Bouche, la noche?‟ (The River Mouth last night?) Nothing more.  As with the „goldfish 

incident‟, everybody knew, but it was just too damn weird. 

 

And once again, how‟s this for strange. There were no drugs involved. 

 

It‟s another dark night and I‟m walking through a low field of corn, on my way to Bob‟s.  I‟ve 

been hiding out for the last five days.  Carlos, the San Blas police chief, has passed the word 

round.  He intends to run me out, or run me in.  Bob meets me, in the middle of the field.  How 

the heck did he know I was coming?  “Here, try this”, he says, and places a pistol in my hand. 

It‟s cold, hard, and heavy.  I hold it out, away from my body, aim into the jungle, and squeeze 

the trigger.  There‟s a God almighty crash and the jungle erupts. In my imagination, Carlos 

crumples and falls. Oddly enough, I am not the only Gringo who dreams of killing him.  

Canada is a distant memory.  Reference points are slipping away.  As Al Kamin remarked in a 

letter, I “seemed to be occupying a very unusual space”. 

----------------------------------------- 

 

Like all the other Gringos, I got sick. Broke out in a red, stinging rash, which gradually spread 

to cover half my body.  Nights were impossible and the heat of the day made it worse.  I could 

only survive by lying in the River, hour after hour, letting its cool water flow over me.  The 

rash came, and slowly went.  Then, something else hit.  At one point, I was suffering from three 

separate illnesses at the same time and wondered if it would ever end.  In fact, it was me, who 

nearly ended. 

 

Hepatitis turns your eyes yellow, your piss brown, your shit white, and that‟s the good bit.  At 

home, I collapsed into a hammock, and drifted in and out of consciousness for several days.  

Fortunately, I was too ill to travel to a hospital.  That would have finished me. My friends 

brought me tons of fruit, and somebody made me an oyster stew.  After five days, John and 

Anna gave me a good blasting with the garden hose. Until then, the pigs had been avoiding my 

end of town. I was filthy. 

 

With Hepatitis, your liver swells and becomes inflamed.  The slightest jolt will cause 

everything inside to hurt, and I do mean HURT.  Some kind soul loaned me William S 

Burroughs‟, „The Naked Lunch‟. Couldn‟t put the book down, although searing pains shot 

through me each time I laughed.  Burroughs can be very entertaining, when your system‟s 

awash with bile. 

 

Now comes the lucky bit.  It took me three months to fully recover: the liver will regenerate, 

but it takes time.  I needed someone to cook my meals and do a bit of laundry.  Amparo 

Leone‟s home was next to mine.  In the evenings, I used to pass by, and see Amparo and her 

boy sitting at the kitchen table. The room glowed with the soft light of a kerosene lamp. I was 

excluded from this world, but longed to be part of it.  So, I hired Amparo to make my breakfast 

and supper.  This cost me next to nothing, but meant a great deal to her. Her husband, was a 

drunken fisherman.  Didn‟t see a lot of him.   

 

Amparo was strong and intelligent.  In a certain sense, we were friends.  However, and more 

importantly, she was my teacher. Lesson Number 1,  “Look Himmy”, “Mexicans don‟t have 

friends, they only have family”. Lesson Number 2, “Mexicans don‟t repay Mexicans, let alone 

Gringos”.  She was protecting me; my few pesos a week meant medicine for the baby.  I hope 

that there was more to our relationship, but look again at Lesson Number 1, “Mexicans don‟t 

have friends, only family”.   

 

I lingered over the evening meals, and learned a lot of Spanish from Amparo.  
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To understand a foreign culture, you must put in time and learn to speak the language.  

Anything less, and you may as well watch it on television. One morning, Amparo accidentally 

broke an egg.  Horror and shame spread across her face when she looked at me and apologised.  

I laughed and said, “Amparo, no le assey, it doesn‟t matter”.  “Yes Himmy”, she said, looking 

into my eyes, “It does matter”.  In fact, it meant survival! 

 

Her baby daughter became very ill.  I watched, as the little girl grew thinner and thinner.  

Amparo did not take her to a doctor, and seemed to accept that the child might die. Amparo 

didn‟t ask me for help, and I didn‟t offer any. Lesson Number 2, “Mexicans don‟t repay 

Mexicans, let alone Gringos”. Alexandra did recover.  I wouldn‟t have let her die, but it was a 

close run thing.  

 

Had no sympathy for Gringos who got ripped off by the Mexicans.  They threw their money 

around, and were ripe for the picking.  

 

Amparo knew nothing of the world beyond Santa Cruz.  For instance, she was mystified by the 

concept of North and South.  One day, at breakfast, she passed a Cornflakes carton to me and 

asked, “Himmy, you who know Spanish, what does this say?”  The woman who had taught me 

so much, including Spanish, could not read!  Amparo once paid me a great compliment, which 

to this day makes me proud.  “Himmy, you‟re not a Gringo.”  In other words, I wasn‟t a fool 

and certainly didn‟t trust Mexicans.   

 

I‟d only been in Santa Cruz for a week, when a local businessman came to me with a 

proposition.  He had access to a banana truck, with a false compartment up front.  For 5,000 

dollars he‟d fill it with marijuana, and move it across the border.  We could „easily‟ make 

50,000.  He was warm, friendly, and relaxed.  Could have been planning to open a corner shop.  

At the time, I trusted him, but I hadn‟t come to Mexico to run drugs.  Looking back, it must 

have been a burn.  The money would have vanished, and I‟d have wound up in the Tepic 

prison.  Think about it this way.  If he were „legitimate‟, why trust me?  No one, in the whole of 

Mexico, knew who I was.  This guy was a survivor, and you don‟t survive by sticking your 

neck out.  He was working for la policia. 

 

Here‟s another burn, versions of which were well known.  You‟re a young couple, who‟ve been 

living in Santa Cruz for six months. Gradually, you get to know Pedro and his family, and often 

share meals with them.  They are cheerful, friendly and helpful.  Unlike Mr. „Banana Truck 

Man‟, they are not pushy, and suggest nothing.  They play the long game.  If it takes two years, 

that‟s OK. 

 

Sooner or later our young couple start thinking about owning a few acres of land, and their own 

house.  Why not, it‟s all so cheap, and this is, „The Garden of Eden‟?  But, unfortunately, non-

nationals can‟t own property. One day, their Mexican friend, Pedro, suggests that he might hold 

the house in his name.  Of course, it will „really‟ belong to the couple.   Anyway, a month after 

the house is built and paid for, the Chief of Police, you remember Carlos, „just happens‟ to 

search their end of town, and „just happens‟ to find a few ounces of marijuana in the couple‟s 

kitchen.  They loose their house, van, and freedom and are eventually deported to the US, never 

to return.  Pedro buys a transistor radio and shoes for the kids.  Word has it that the Police 

Chief has a speedboat, on the bay at San Blas.  It‟s such a bloody obvious scam, but many a 

Gringo bites.  I was involved in a slightly different burn.  For the couple concerned, paradise 

turned into hell.  

 

I‟d known John and Anna for about five months.  He was nineteen, she twenty-one; a lovely 

young couple.  We smoked a bit of dope together, messed about on the beach, and went to the 

monthly dances in the Square.  I‟ve never known nicer people. But, they got greedy.  Score five 

kilos of grass, run it up to California, return with enough money to stay another year in Santa 

Cruz, maybe buy a house.  They tell me the grass‟s coming that night.  Pure luck I‟m not there. 
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The dope arrives at their home, courtesy of a „trusted‟ middleman.  An hour later, Carlos 

comes through the door.  Five kilos means Federal troops, with rifles.  They stand John and 

Anna, faces against the wall, guns to their heads.  John‟s thinking it could be lights out, but na, 

the cops are only after money.  They don‟t give a dam about the dope: probably supplied it.  At 

the San Blas jail, Carlos and his Deputy stand around and watch, while Anna is forced to take 

a shower.  

 

John and Anna are sent to the state prison in Tepic where they are mired in a legal and 

bureaucratic nightmare. The US government‟s in no hurry to rescue drug runners. Here, in 

Mexico, one can easily drop off the face of the earth.  I make two trips to Mexico City, and try 

to speed things along, but it‟s hopeless. John and Anna are finally sentenced to six months, and 

spend a great deal of their parents‟ money paying off multiple law-enforcement agencies. 

 

I visit once a week, and do a big shopping trip for them.  They occupy a cell, with cooking 

facilities, curtains, and a homely feel.  Would be rather cozy, were it not for the odd stabbing.  

In fact, John has found out just how inexpensively Carlos can be killed.  He‟s pissed off at the 

way Anna was treated.  I suggest restraint.  Nineteen year-old boys shouldn‟t go around killing 

police chiefs.  No idea how serious he is, but remember, the bastard had put a gun to Anna‟s 

head.   

 

Let‟s leave the Tepic prison for now, John and Anna aren‟t going anywhere. 

----------------------------------------- 

 

Think of a good friend and then ask yourself, “Do I remember the first time we met?”  

Well, I certainly remember Bob Pardee, and here he comes. 

 

I‟m walking barefoot along a path by the River, light and loose in the afternoon sun, machete 

slapping my left calf-muscle.  Santa Cruz is mine.  I speak Spanish, have a few good friends, 

and remain free.   

 

Pardee is handsome, self-assured, and charming.  He wants my advice about renting a house.  

To anyone, when it comes to money, my advice is always the same: “It‟s too much, I can get it 

for you cheaper”.  And, I do.  We begin a friendship, which spans three continents, stretches, 

and finally breaks.  

 

Bob had lived high, in the mountains of Colorado. At thirty-four, he dragged his daughter 

Tanya, and a hopelessly tuned piano, into the Mexican jungle. On his thirty-fifth birthday, he 

was to inherit a half a million pounds.   

 

In the evenings, I‟d often go „round to his house.  Bob would read a chapter of Tolkien to 

Tanya, then we‟d blow some grass and talk late into the night.  The conversations were always 

good.  Usually, he‟d spring the best bit, just as I was heading out the door. We never tired of 

our own peculiar mixture of gossip and philosophy. 

 

He made great pasta sauce, and fed a gang of Gringos, once a week.  Just for those evenings, 

being a Gringo was OK with me.  I‟d happily walk five miles for a free meal. 

 

Pardee could have just about any woman he wanted, and he wanted quite a few.  This was 

great, as I would hang around, and pick up any scraps that were tossed my way.  Actually, I 

was useless at sex, but did spend a lot of time with some very nice women.  Fish dinners down 

by the sea, and then a leisurely stroll back home.  Often we would talk about Bob.  Bob, in turn, 

would tell me „all‟ about them.  
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It was the early seventies.  Nobody was hearing church bells.  I remember one sincere young 

woman telling me how much she loved Bob, and then, two weeks later, inviting me round to 

see her etchings.   

 

I‟m going on about Roberto because I owe him a lot, and I want to fill in the background, well 

before the crunch comes.  OK, he was always a bit of an asshole, and later became a 

gigantically huge asshole, but I still owe him a lot. 

 

The three of us took his pick-up truck on a fantastic journey into the Mexican „badlands‟.  I 

remember feeling like a king, standing in the back of the truck, as we left Santa Cruz. The only 

thing missing from the picture was an AK 47, balanced against my hip. We traveled for many 

hundreds of miles through „banditos‟ country, being careful to camp alone, unseen.  Bob took 

serious risks with his seven-year-old daughter.  He did bring along a pistol, but that would have 

been about as much use as a rosary.  Luckily, nothing did go wrong.  For many days, we saw 

almost no one.  Camped in the high desert, under the stars.  Cleared scorpions from around our 

fires, and listened, alert, in the silence of the night . 

 

Finally reached our destination, Playa Azul.  You‟ve been here before, out in the wide blue sea, 

diving beneath the breakers.  Neither Tanya nor I were swimmers.  Once, the three of us were 

out, well beyond our depth, holding hands, Bob keeping us up.  We were justifiably afraid, and 

very, very, alive. 

 

 

There was a young couple on the beach with us.  Five people, on two miles of sand.  They 

remarked how similar Playa Azul was to the beaches of Goa, India.  It‟s on just such random 

events that a life can turn.  But now, a funny story. 

 

No one bothered wearing clothes during the day.  The others sometimes „dressed‟ for meals but 

I didn‟t.  The young lady in the van next-door kept careful watch, and alerted me if I was in 

danger of burning my willie, on the cooking fire.  It was nice to know that somebody cared. 

 

One morning, Bob climbed a Palm Tree, and threw down a half-dozen Coconuts.  Shortly after, 

the plantation owner, with two of her workers, pulls up in a Jeep.  She has a gun, in a holster, 

on her hip, and is not pleased with us, or the pile of coconuts. Furthermore, she must consider 

how things appear to her male subordinates.  Do I scramble into my shorts?  Nope, charm‟s 
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what‟s called for here.  She‟s not expecting Spanish, from a relaxed, naked, sun-browned 

Gringo.  For a brief time, there are only two of us this beach.  I offer to pay for the coconuts, 

but she gives them to us, as a gift, and drives off.  My friends are well and truly impressed. 

 

That evening, I decided to turn my sleeping bag inside out, and have a look.  Can‟t remember 

ever doing this, before or since.  The large scorpion inside would have made for an 

uncomfortable night.  At times, my intuition operated as a sixth sense.  So, why weren‟t alarm 

bells ringing about Pardee?  It‟s evident to me now, that the further we got from Santa Cruz, 

the more controlling he became.  He also had the peculiar habit of mentioning to me that his 

gun was hidden in the truck, and asked one night, if I wanted to sleep with it.  Not that anybody 

ever got shot, but had I been thinking straight, we would have left it buried on the beach.   

 

 

 

Back we went to Santa Cruz. Bob‟s thirty-fifth birthday and a half-million quid are just around 

the corner. 
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Chapter 3 

 

Mexico To India 

 

After arriving back, I moved to a less expensive house, on the north fringe of Santa Cruz.  

Amparo warned me about living in los orellos, the „ears‟ of the village, and of course she was 

right.  The location was beautiful, with fruit trees of every description, but my neighbors were 

sullen, and not to be trusted. However, I needed a cheaper house. My money was running out. 

 

It‟s tempting to assume that I had an eye on Bob‟s inheritance, but this was absolutely not the 

case. His coming wealth was less of interest to me than the price of bananas.  Alas, that time 

had come again, I was down to a 100 dollars, and had to think about getting home.  

 

The Gringo population was well and truly thinning out.  Carlos had arrested and deported 

many, and John and Anna were still in prison.  

 

One morning, a senior officer, from a police force I knew nothing about, came to the front 

door.  Apparently, Carlos had competition.  He asked to see my passport, but that was just an 

excuse to get into the house.  His eyes kept darting up, searching under the roof tiles.  It was a 

nice try, but my dope was hidden outside, behind a stack of tiles, leaning against the back of the 

house. Every night, my neighbors heard them clink and soon smelled burning grass. They drew 

the wrong conclusion: the dope wasn‟t hidden in the roof.  This was, Lucky Escape Number 1. 

------------------------------------------ 

 

It‟s a week later, and the local Gringos are all diving for cover. Carlos and his deputy have 

driven down to the Beach.  Well, that‟s my playground, and I‟m not about to be intimidated.  I 

take a sheltered pathway by the River, and come out, at the Ocean, well in front of them.  It‟s 

going to be „Cat And Mouse‟, California style, all over again.  The deputy spots me and begins 

to follow, but he‟s very slow and stops to remove his shoes before crossing the River.  I take off 

my shorts, and present him with the sight of two nut-brown buttocks, bobbing off in the 

distance.  Metaphorically, I am sticking two fingers up to him, if indeed, two fingers is what I 

have in mind.  There‟s a long narrow beach stretching between the sea on my right, and a 

tangle of six-foot scrub on the left.  I pop into the maze of thorns and loop back, out of sight. He 

won‟t follow me in, and if he does, he won‟t find me.  Score one for the mouse.  Half-hour later, 

it‟s on with my shorts, and back into town.  But, the bastard has been lurking about, just up in 

the bush, waiting. Score one for the cat. I‟ve been foolishly overconfident.  We have a daft 

conversation: “You‟ve been swimming completely naked.” “No I wasn‟t.” “Yes you were.” 

“No I wasn‟t.”  It was a pathetic defense, but he couldn‟t put his hands on the evidence. 

 

So it‟s back to my place, and the obligatory passport check.  When Carlos shows up, things 

begin to unravel for them.  I‟ve no vehicle, apparently no money, and worst of all I‟m 

Canadian.  Canada has no extradition treaty with Mexico.  Carlos has me, but I‟m not worth 

anything.  

 

 As they drive off, I‟m shaking with relief.  Lucky Escape Number 2 

------------------------------------------ 

 

Carlos lets it be known that my days are numbered.  He‟s enraged that I continue to visit John 

and Anna in prison.  For me, visiting is a harrowing experience, never knowing, once I‟m in, if 

I‟ll ever get out.   

 

In Santa Cruz, I avoid my home and hide out at a friend‟s.  Bob smiles and places a patronizing 

hand on my shoulder: he finds it all mildly amusing, but the smile will soon be gone.   

 

It was about this time that he met me in the field outside his house, and put a gun in my hand. 



 40 

 

One evening, Bob brought a young Mexican woman round to my house.  Casanova he may 

have been, but his Spanish was poor: I suppose he was expecting me to help out.  That night we 

got stoned and things descended into farce.  Bob asked her if she wanted to come home with 

him, or stay with me.  She chose me.  He then earnestly assured her that she was completely 

free to do whatever she wanted, and again she chose me.  He tried once more, then gave up.  

This pleased me, although I knew, perfectly well, she was taking the safer option.  Anyway 

there was no joy for me that night, and an embarrassed silence in the kitchen next morning.  

Perhaps you know the feeling.   

 

The following evening, Bob is again around, this time with Tanya.  I roll a joint, and put the 

grass outside, under the tiles.  Half the busts in „hippie land‟ happen because freaks are too 

lazy to walk that extra ten feet.  Not me, I‟d seen too much of the Tepic prison.  Bob and I are 

passing the J back and forth, when something prompts me to get up, and have a look out the 

front window.  By the light of a full moon, I see Federal Troops piling out of a large truck.  

Many things happen, very quickly.  I eat the joint and tell Bob to run, then bolt out the back 

door, down the path, through the barbed wire, into the low scrub, and hit the ground just as 

they start shooting.  I‟m hidden, but they can see Bob, heading for the banana plantation.  His 

trousers are full of shit, and this must be slowing him down.  We left his daughter Tanya 

behind!  She‟s screaming, crying, and pleading, all at the same time.  “Come back Bob, please, 

come back.”  Adrenaline has kicked in. The jungle shimmers.  I‟m in a crystal clear, 

Technicolor, stop motion movie.  Soldiers‟ boots pound along the path, not far from where I‟m 

hiding.  Then the shooting stops and I know they have Bob.  Through the bush, I see a soldier 

coming towards me, rifle held nervously across his chest.  Up to now, I figure they‟ve been 

shooting into the air, but this guy might get spooked, and fire in my direction.  I stand, hands 

up, then it‟s back to my place and a reunion.  

 

The front door was unlocked, but they still broke it down, then ripped the house apart, looking 

for drugs.  I‟ve had my place turned over twice, by the CID in Britain, but these Federal Troops 

were much more thorough.  Had drugs been there, they would have found them.  Salt, sugar, 

flour, oats, rice, tea, everywhere.   

 

The Captain and I got into an „Alice In Wonderland‟ argument.  “You‟ve been smoking 

marijuana.”  “No we haven‟t.” “Yes.” “No.”  “But I can smell it.”  “Naw, that‟s tobacco.”  

Once again, denying the bloody obvious.  The soldiers were young, and got agitated if I spoke 

to Bob in English, so I switched totally to Spanish.  This was ridiculous, since Bob couldn‟t 

understand me, and the Captain had to know that the talk was directed his way.  Never the less, 

I persisted: it went something like this.  “Roberto, there‟s been a mistake.  They think we‟ve 

been smoking Marijuana ……”  The „Federales‟ clearly didn‟t know what to do next.  

Probably, no one was too happy about having Bob in the back of the truck with them.  Even 

Tanya was keeping her distance. 

 

Got to remind you here, Tanya was seven, maybe eight. 

 

Then the Captain smiles and says, “She‟s a bit young for you, isn‟t she?”  It was almost a 

nudge and a wink.  I told him that Tanya was Bob‟s daughter.  Two minutes later, they were 

gone.  Bob limped off back home, and I settled down to a peaceful night‟s sleep, breathing deep 

the heady mix of gun-smoke and marijuana.  That‟s Lucky Escape Number 3, but too dam 

close.  

 

In the early morning, the locals came through the broken door, intending to strip my place.  I 

peeked out from under the mosquito net, gave them a cherry “good morning”, and confirmed 

that I was indeed “still here”.  Jaws dropped. Perhaps I could also walk on water. 
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The next day, Bob suggested we get the hell out of Mexico.  Seemed like a good idea.  He 

offered to pay my way to India, and to support me while I was there.  This also seemed like a 

good idea: I was down to my last eighty dollars and had no options, except the Brantford 

Canning Factory. 

 

Before going further, let‟s have a postmortem on „The Santa Cruz Shootout‟.  It‟s unclear why 

the Federales showed up.  In particular, why so many, and so heavily armed?  Somebody got 

something very wrong.  Word was that the Mexican woman who spent the previous night at my 

place, had been busted down at the Beach.  Perhaps she cut a deal with them, or may have been 

working under-cover.  Doesn‟t quite fit.  She knew where the dope was, they didn‟t. 

 

After that night Bob never fully recovered his swagger.  He‟d been very afraid and actually run 

away, leaving his daughter behind.  Bad enough that I had, but that was a reflex.  After „The 

Orange County Jail‟, I wasn‟t going to hang around, holding my wrists out for anyone.  

Probably, running was the best thing we could have done.  They must have figured we‟d 

ditched the dope, somewhere well away from the house.  In fact, they walked right by it, at 

least a dozen times.  

 

Bob said that I had, “just plain lost it”, by joking in Spanish with the Captain.  Well, his 

contribution to the evening hadn‟t exactly been edifying.  Just how do you live down being so 

scared you shit yourself. 

 

Anyway, that‟s three different police forces, in one month, which was excessive, even by 

Mexican standards.  Why did I find myself at the center of this storm? 

 

Well, first of all, I wasn‟t unique. For all its beauty, Santa Cruz was a dangerous place to live. 

Half the Gringos I knew were eventually arrested. The police were corrupt and relentless. 

 

But secondly, at times, I went looking for trouble. Didn‟t like being pushed around and, 

simultaneously, lived for that booming flash of rifle fire in the night.  

 

Shakespear understood,   “I am reckless what I do, to spite the world”    

 

 

‘Goodbye To Mexico’ 

 

Understandably, I was all too glad to get out of Santa Cruz.  Now, forty years later, I think back 

with a degree of sadness.  The unbounded possibilities of youth were drawing to a close: 

 

Lather was thirty years old today, 

They took away all of his toys, 

His mother sends newspaper clippings to him, 

About his old friends, who‟d stop being boys, 

 

And I should have told him no, not old, 

And I should have let him go, smiling baby boy 

 

Jefferson Airplane                

 

 

Could have traveled with Bob and Tanya, but he was heading through Texas, and I wanted to 

see Laguna one last time.  I hoped, also, to visit friends who lived just north of LA.  

Bob said he‟d contact me in Brantford, sometime soon. I assumed that he would, but vague 

misgivings were drifting about. The sensible and secure thing would have been to stick with 

him.  But instead, I made a wide detour into Southern California to visit my friends Steve and 
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Fran. Five thousand miles from home, down to my last 60 dollars, and I started looning around. 

Talk about tough, and self-reliant. 

 

 

A Very Long Journey Begins 

 

So, let‟s briefly visit Steve and Fran, old friends from my dope-smoking days in Laguna. They‟d 

moved north, found work, stopped using drugs, and made a home for themselves.  

 

One evening after supper, Steve was musing: “Isn‟t it remarkable that we take the human brain, 

with its vast, finely-balanced complexity, and bombard it with chemicals, hoping to improve 

our lives.”  “We‟ve no idea what we‟re doing.” He wasn‟t lecturing, just thinking out loud.  I 

didn‟t straightaway jump up and flush my grass down the toilet, but his words must have made 

an impression. It was forty years ago, an evening little different from hundreds before and 

since, but much of what he said remains etched in my memory. 

 

He also asked me why I was going to India.  The truth would have been that it was because of a 

chance remark, randomly tossed away, on an obscure beach in Mexico. However, chance is a 

conversation killer, so I said I was  “going to India to study Yoga”. “Good” says Steve, “but 

what about your motivation”. This went completely over my head.  Obviously, I was doing it to 

get something from it. 

 

Steve and Fran offered to buy me a plane ticket home! This was the Christian thing to do, and 

they were Christians. I didn‟t consider, for an instant, accepting their offer. They were poor, 

and in any case, it was their friendship that I most valued. 

 

So, there you have it, three tidy lessons parked away for future reference.  Then, along the 

freezing waters of the Fraser River and up over the Continental Divide. It was a long, hard slog 

back, with, alas, no romantic interlude in Seattle. Lived on bread and cheese, and just kept 

going. 

------------------------------------------ 
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So, now I‟m at Lanny‟s, waiting for Pardee to contact me, and not at all confident that he will.   

 

Finally, a friend of his drives me to a college town in Pennsylvania, where there‟s a lot of 

hanging about. Then Pardee shows up, and there‟s a lot more hanging about. Finally, we‟re off 

to visit Bob‟s brother in New York City. He‟s very rich, and has not „wasted‟ his time in the 

mountains and jungles.  His flat‟s on the 31
st
 floor, but still has bars on the windows!  Must be 

some serious breaking and entering going on here. 

 

I‟m growing very tired of tagging about after Bob, and not for the first time, consider jacking 

the whole thing in.  Am completely dependent on him, and he knows it.  

 

Here‟s what I say in my diary, July 73…. from the beginning, it‟s been a total drag. I can‟t 

remember when I‟ve felt this bad.  Small things set me off into a Blue, Blue, Mood.  …. Bob just 

has to be the center of attention. 

 

After a week of being treated like the hired help, I‟d had it. Told Bob there was no way that I 

was going to travel with him.  It was back to Canada for me.  Didn‟t offer an explanation, but 

I‟m sure he could fill in the gaps.  Egocentric, pompous, and git, are words that may have 

helped him.   

 

Then he throws me a curve ball.  “OK. here‟s £200.  Travel on your own, and we‟ll meet in 

India.  I‟ll tell my brother to send you more money, should you need it.”  

 

Neither of us bothered to establish when or how we‟d find each other, in the vast and teaming 

sub-continent of India.  I should also have made sure that Bob‟s brother understood Bob‟s 

financial commitment to me. I was naive, trusting and just plain stupid. 

 

Pardee was going to buy us tickets on the Queen Elizabeth.  I stuck to my, “Can get it for you 

cheaper” philosophy, and we flew standby, out of New York and into Heathrow.  Can kick 

myself now.  Could have been a longhaired, bearded, barefoot hippie, dining at the Captain‟s 

table.  Would have made for a good story.  

 

We stayed with another of Bob‟s brothers, just outside of Oxford.  Christopher was an 

architect, and doing very well indeed.  He had a nice house, two young children, and a very 

beautiful wife.  Helen and I got on great: the air was going snap, crackle and pop, all around us. 

I mention her specifically, here, because she enters later into my story, when things turn 

inexplicably sour. 

 

In London, Pardee and I shook hands, and went our separate ways: both confident that we‟d 

„bump into‟ each other in India.  

 

Lets stop here and ask a few fundamental questions. First of all, why India? Well, as I‟ve said 

before, India just seemed to come out of nowhere. But thinking back, I realize this wasn‟t quite 

true. Drug use, and the mysterious East, had become linked in a vague and muddled way. The 

Beatles stayed with the Maharishi in India, and many of those who once popularized LSD, 

were now turning to meditation. I had read, and been impressed by Ram Das and Yogananda. 

One was American, the other Indian, but both emphasized the need to discipline the mind.  In 

fact, I had taught myself to meditate and oddly enough wasn‟t that far wide of the mark. 

However, it would still be a few years before I realized that drugs and meditation were unhappy 

bedfellows. Nevertheless, you can understand why I was receptive to Bob‟s offer of a free trip 

to India. 

 

So much for my reasons. What was motivating Bob? Well, I‟m convinced that he could see my 

potential, and genuinely wanted to help. But something else was going on. He was strongly 
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influenced by the writings of Carlos Castenada. These books detailed the relationship between 

a wise old Mexican teacher, and his youthfully naive student. He once told me that I 

desperately needed a guru, but that he was not that person. I barely suppressed a snigger. 

Fucking right he wasn‟t that person. Personally, over the years, I‟ve become more and more 

wary of charismatic people, who want to help. Still, in the end, it all worked out. 

 

I hitched to the Channel, then down through France to Nice, sleeping by the side of the road, 

just praying it didn‟t rain.  In Nice, I stayed with Bob‟s former wife, Nini. We got on well. She 

later helped me out, just when I needed it. 

 

 

Hitched to Rome where I waited six hours for a train to Brindisi.  I was reduced to tears by the 

beautiful churches I visited.  My life hadn‟t been what you would call dull, but now I knew that 

something profoundly different was rushing towards me.   

 

“O God, no”, you cry. “He‟s going to find Jesus.”  Don‟t worry, it‟s not JC, and it‟s almost two 

years away.  There are still a few adventures to be had. 

 

Diary, Aug1/73  …. It‟s impossible to hitch so I take a cheap train to Istanbul.  I‟m  spending 

money and eating better, but gads, down to £100…. Turkish women are forward, strong, and 

beautiful – much more liberated than I expected…. Ate half a watermelon, sitting with the 

ladies in the middle of Istanbul. Got very high, peaceful, and centered.  Noise and confusion, 

barely a distraction. 

 

What on earth was I doing, heading off into the middle of nowhere with so little financial 

backing? Everything and everyone I‟d ever known was disappearing behind me. 
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At Istanbul, one begins to leave the West behind. 

 

 

From Guatemala to Greece it was all much the same.  At Istanbul something different was 

happening: I had never encountered the Eastern mind set, didn‟t understand it, and never 

would.  As I moved East, things became progressively more alien and fascinating.  Alas, I was 

on a busy route, swarming with Westerners, shuttling between London and Delhi. Decided to 

find out where they were heading, then go somewhere else. 

------------------------------------------ 

 

I‟m riding third class on a train between Istanbul and Ankara.  No seat, and thick choking 

cigarette smoke, but at least there are no tourists.  I decide to get off at one of the many remote 

villages along the way, hoping to explore the countryside. 

 

When the train stops I approach the door, and try to climb down. The conductor looks at my 

ticket.  “No, no, Ankara, Ankara.”  And others join in, “No, Ankara, Ankara.”  They won‟t let 

me off the train.  As far as they‟re concerned I‟m just another deranged hippie who needs 

saving from himself.  Well, deranged maybe, but also determined.  At the next tiny village, I slip 

off the back-side of the carriage, while everyone else is looking at the platform. 

 

The train pulls out in a cloud of steam and smoke, and when it clears, I find myself staring 

across the rails at four old men, sitting on the platform. They‟ve probably been there for the 

last twenty years, but this is definitely a new one for them.  The whole village shows up.  

Someone takes my pack, and it disappears down a dusty track between the houses.  I‟m given a 

guided tour of the village and gardens.  It‟s a lush green oasis. Sunflowers, interspersed with 

huge marijuana plants, are everywhere. An old woman sees my eyes light up so she tears the 

tops off several plants, and stuffs them into a bag for me. 

 

Eventually, I‟m taken to a house where my pack sits in a corner, awaiting me.  No tourists, and 

certainly interesting, but after a few hours, also very tiring.  No one speaks English, and a 

crowd of curious villagers constantly surrounds me.  Many, many visitors, come to this family 

home to see me. Finally, the wife, who definitely calls the shots in this house, boots the on-

lookers out, and produces a meal, which should get me to Ankara and beyond.  I‟m given a 

comfortable place to sleep, shown every courtesy, and awakened early, with plenty of time to 

catch the morning train. Everyone comes with me to the „station‟.  
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I repeat this entire procedure once more before arriving in Ankara.  Again I was treated with 

exceptional courtesy, and never felt threatened. 

 

Spent three days in Ankara, and according to my diary had a good time, but remember 

absolutely nothing of my stay.  On the other hand, I‟ll never forget the villagers, and their 

hospitality.  Probably the way of life I saw‟s been obliterated by television and the Internet. 

Gone, with „The Blue Angel‟ and the Grand River rapids. 

 

Diary, Aug/73 

 

…. Thousands of miles to go, no way back, virtually broke. Having a good time, but getting 

concerned. 

…. I‟m anxious to meet up with Bob 

…. My dreams tell me that I‟m WORRIED, but really Jim, it shouldn‟t take a dream to let you 

know your in deep shit  

…. Got so high, just watching the sun go down, could feel beautiful energies sweeping through 

me 

 

I was now in Eastern Turkey and assumed that people would be much the same as they were to 

the west of Ankara. This was a mistake.  Some Turks loved me: some Turks hated me.  Some 

Turks hated other Turks. 

 

I didn‟t want to arrive in India during the Monsoons so decided to kill time, but the towns were 

dusty, grim and silent.  Sour faced men sat in the cafes, thinking sour thoughts.  There were no 

women to be seen, not even in purdah. Seemed like a good idea to escape into the villages, 

intending once more to be wined and dined.  While walking out of town, I got the first hint that 

all was not as before. 

 

Five young men are actually working, building a small house, or at least holding the 

appropriate tools.  I walk past, glancing briefly their way, when several stones bounce off the 

road at my heels, then a dozen more. It‟s nothing serious, just a bit of fun and probably best to 

walk on. But instead, I pick up the largest available rock, walk back to within fifteen feet, and 

stand confronting them.  Five of them to one of me.  It‟s what American fighter pilots call a 

„Target Rich Environment‟.  The men gesture apologetically, flapping their hands.  I turn my 

back, and walk slowly away, half expecting more stones. But nothing comes. 

 

In Mexico I threw stones as a type of sport: Once hit a dog three times on the run before it 

could get clear of my garden.  I was fast and accurate: 

------------------------------------------ 

 

At the town‟s edge, I stand, looking at a whole lot of nothing.  However, far in the distance is a 

patch of green which seems worth investigating.  After a long, exhausting walk I come to a 

small village, almost submerged in the tangle of its vegetable gardens.  Doesn‟t seem to be 

anyone about so I flop down in the shade, take a drink from my water-bottle, and rest. 

 

Twenty minutes later, something begins to happen.  The vegetation around me takes on a life of 

it‟s own. There‟s a rustling, scurrying, chattering movement, beneath and between the plants.  

Flashes of color, laughter, and voices, come and go.  Tea break‟s over and the ladies are back 

at work. I could have tried, “Hello girls, here I am, take me home and feed me”, but I‟m 

paralyzed with indecision.  Then, I‟m discovered, and things grow very quiet. One of the 

younger boys steals my water-bottle. Well, that cost me 10 cents so into the warren of houses I 

plunge, finding a group of women huddled on the ground who quickly arrange for my bottle to 

be returned. The air‟s charged with a mixture of hostility and fear.  Seem to be no men around.  

Probably still in town, sucking buckets of sweet tea between rotting front teeth?   
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Anyway, tired, thirsty and hungry, I leave and begin the long walk back.  Just as in western 

Turkey, a crowd of villagers turns out to see me off.  But, this time, it‟s one old man waving a 

staff, and many young men shouting and throwing stones as they follow me.  This is serious and 

could end very badly. 

 

In my pocket is a sling, which I‟ve carried, rolled up, for thousands of miles.  With it I can hurl 

an egg-sized stone, a very long way, at of over a hundred miles/hour. After one rock is hurled 

into their midst, they melt away.  What a load of chicken shit men this country breeds.  

 

I was continuing a long and proud tradition. 

 

 

Decided to give up striving for international accord, and headed for Iran. 

 

I‟ve a long way to go to an uncertain destination, and a more uncertain future.  Was forced to 

spend very little on food, transport, and accommodation.  Wrote to Bob‟s brother, and asked for 

money to be transferred, first to Tehran, then Lahore, and finally Bombay.  This entailed weeks 

and weeks of waiting around filthy dives.  No money arrived, and more ominous still, not one 

word of explanation.  Astonishingly, I continued to trust Bob, and expected somehow to meet 

up with him.  There was nothing to do but keep going and, in spite of the hardships, I‟m glad I 

did.  Many of the areas I saw in Iran, Afghanistan and Pakistan are now closed to all but the 

heavily armed.  In fact, the Afghanistan I first encountered, literally disappeared before my 

eyes.  There‟s no point describing it all. A thousand very good travel books have already been 

written.  So here are just a few impressions. 



 48 

 

The „Amir Kabir‟ in Tehran was a terrific hotel.  Good cheap food and hundreds of freaks 

streaming East and West.  Here you could look into the faces of those returning from India, and 

encounter something both frightening and exciting.  Eyes watched you with a steady 

dispassionate gaze. Their owners had seen too much and given up the struggle. A year later, I 

would see these very eyes looking back at me, from the bathroom mirror. 

 

In Tehran, everyone had a story to tell of his or her Guru.  Well before reaching India, I had 

decided to learn meditation from a teacher named S N Goenka.  Much backbreaking hard work 

would be needed before my first meeting with him. 

 

In India, there would be no shortage of Gurus to choose from. 
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Iranian newspapers were totally State controlled.  They were a hoot.   

 

“Shaw has Cornflakes for breakfast, picks nose, has shower”   

“Shaw‟s wife buys new curtains for living-room,  

“In depth coverage pages 2, 3 and 7.” 

 

Did anyone take these „newspapers‟ seriously 

 

The Shaw’s regime had to go but it’s a pity what replaced it. 

 

 

On to Afghanistan, where there was some sort of revolution.  I was forced to hang around 

desert checkpoint for days, waiting for God knows what.  We knew little about the politics of 

the regime, and cared even less.  It was just bloody inconvenient. Thirty years later I found out 

what was happening by reading „The Kite Runner‟.   

 

Finally made it to Heart, which was a terrific town: gas lighting, horse drawn carriages, good 

food, cheap, clean hotels. Stayed several weeks, eating and sleeping.  This was freakville, with 

stacks of hash piled about the market places and no rich tourists.  It was magical, in every sense 

of the word, and we loved it. 

 

Just getting from one place to another could be a life-changing experience. Talk to anyone who 

has traveled in the East, and they‟ve all got a „hair-raising coach ride story‟.  Between Heart 

and Kabul, I saw eighteen buses by the roadside, belly up, wrecked.  Then gave up counting.  

In a matter of hours we sideswiped two trucks.  A cloud of broken glass was blown, down 

through the coach and past the passengers. I got my eyes closed, and head down.  The coach 

didn‟t even stop, and more importantly, the music kept wailing. We were almost dancing in our 

seats.  One quickly becomes a fatalist, especially if there‟s bugger all you can do about it.  

 

O, I almost forgot.  In Herat, the „porters‟ were asking about 1p to climb onto the coach roof, 

and lash your luggage down.  It was a tricky climb, on a teeny-weeny, flimsy ladder.  Well, 

they weren‟t getting my money. Somehow, I held onto the pack, climbed up, and secured it. 

Which calls for an applause.  Come on folks, I am handicapped.  
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Then, into Kabul, and out of Kabul.  Into Pakistan, and, mercifully, out of Pakistan. 

 

 

 

 

 

Amritsar, India, Sept /73 

 

 

Staying in the Golden Temple, a shrine suffused with beauty, peace and order.  The Sikhs are 

gracious and accommodating.  Amritsar‟s streets are choked with beggars, some on the verge 

of death. Constantly forced to step over them.  My mind is numb. 

 

Am down to £50.  A freak advised me to head for Colva Beach, Goa.  Best advice I‟ve had since 

another other kid tipped me off to Santa Cruz. 
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My train to Goa crawls painfully through the vast slums of Bombay.  No zoo on the planet can 

be this foul. Nothing but a sea of mud, tarpaper shacks and shit.  The filthy, listless, half-human 

figures by the tracks don‟t bother to look up.  Our second class carriage might just as well be 

on the moon.  This is Hell.  For many days, I‟m in a state of shock.   

 

It‟s possible I‟ve never „recovered‟ from this experience.  Much of what I see in the West today 

is a pointless obscenity. 

------------------------------------------ 

 

“Goa is not India”, or so I was told.  The Natives are Christian, and the food abundant and 

good. In Colva, I rented two rooms in a house with a charming Goan family.  Settled down to 

spend my money one Rupee at a time, waiting for God knows what.  Well, if I had to wait, this 

was the place to do it.  Limitless white sand bordering a warm, gentle, ever changing sea: There 

are some Western freaks, and no police, in fact, no authority figures at all. 

 

First things first.  Opened a bank account in the nearest town, and deposited £40.  Then wrote 

to Bob‟s former wife in Nice, and asked her if she would send me 50, which she did 

immediately.  Reading my diary, I‟m staggered to learn that I lived „comfortably‟ in Colva for 

five months, on a total of £90.  When I say comfortably, it‟s a relative term: breaking my 

toothbrush was a minor tragedy.  I did write home, explaining that I couldn‟t correspond often, 

as a stamp cost a day‟s living.  Dad wrote a letter back, enclosing one dollar, and a note saying, 

“Here, buy some stamps”.  What a tight fisted asshole, but a great sense of humor. 
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Played for hours in the sea, learning new tricks every day: became amphibious.  Made a few 

good friends.  We shared meals, swam together, and talked.  Knew many lovely ladies, and had 

two girlfriends.  Let me describe my time with one of them.  In the words of Mark Anthony „If 

you have tears, prepare to shed them now‟           

 

I‟m walking along the dusty road between Colva, and the market town of Margoa.  On each 

side of me are green fields, and spacious, well-built homes, which the Portuguese left behind.  

As usual, it‟s a beautiful day.  Ahead of me, moving quickly, is a tall, slim, fair-haired young 

woman.  She‟s not easy to catch up with, but the prize‟s well worth the effort.  Long blond hair, 

blue eyes, attractive, intelligent, a good conversationalist. And, she likes me!  We do the week‟s 

shopping, then walk back to Colva.  We become friends, and want to spend time together.  It‟s 

that easy. 

 

Had supper at my home, smoked a little dope, and talked softly, late into the shimmering 

tropical night. I was open, vulnerable and afraid.   

 

On another day. 

 

We walk the warm, white sands, heading north from Colva.  I have friends living in a small 

village about one mile up the coast.  We‟re naked, alone, and happy to be alive.  After lunch, 

the two of us sit under a coconut palm, chat, and watch the sparkling sea. In what seems like a 

heartbeat, a magical hour passes, after which I ask  “Well, what  now?”  Turning through 

ninety degrees, a new world opens and the afternoon slips timelessly away. 

 

Of course, moments like these are impossible to hold on to, but did I have to engage in 

wholesale destruction?  I‟d not taken LSD in over two years, but still carried a few powerful 

hits, rolled up in a pair of socks, down at the bottom of my pack.  One evening, I suggested to 

Sue that we trip together, the idea being that “our relationship would deepen and flower”.  This 

HORSE SHIT was taken directly from the Timothy Leary „Bible‟.  I‟m angry, just writing the 

words.  The night was a disaster.  I behaved in a terribly demeaning way.  No pride, no 

wisdom, no nothing.  A broken fool.  In a matter of hours, the good times we spent together 

were trashed beyond repair. 

 

The next day, I was seeing everything in shades of gray, and I don‟t mean this metaphorically: 

color had gone from the landscape.  I was deeply, painfully depressed.  Sue did talk to me 

again, but only once, and then with disdain and condescension in her voice.  If I could go back, 

and erase one event from my life, that night in Colva would be top of the list.  

 

Taking LSD is a form of psychological Russian Roulette. If you‟re emotionally immature, then 

five of the six chambers are loaded.  It was a gamble I shouldn‟t have taken.  However, slowly, 

with time, color did begin to bleed back into my world, but who knows what permanent 

damage I did that night. 

 

How’s This For A Coincidence? 

 

Spent a lot of time with friends in a small village north of Colva.  

 

One day, walking back, I spot a ragged bundle at the high tide line. It‟s a dead man. He is 

huge, blue, and bloated.  Apparently murdered. 

 

In the afternoon, a barefoot, somewhat timid policeman arrives and confirms that the man had 

indeed been stabbed.  

 

The next day, I again visit my friends, get stoned, stay very late, and then begin to walk home.  

The fishermen have drawn their massive black boats up onto the white sands.  I feel menaced, 
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while passing between them and the sea. Then, and not far away, there‟s a man, lying on the 

shore: His posture‟s identical to the corpse I found the previous day.  There‟s only a five-foot 

gap between his feet, and the sea.  Do I carry on, or detour up into the coconut palms, away 

from him?  Well, a shot of adrenaline never goes amiss so I carry straight on.  Just as I pass, 

the „body‟ begins to sit up!  It‟s a jerky, corpse-like motion, only bending at the waist with torso 

and legs stiff. Electric bolts of fear surged through me but I keep walking, don‟t turn, and don‟t 

run.  No looking back. 

 

So what happened here?  Well probably a Goan fisherman got drunk, and crashed out on the 

beach.  He heard me passing, and sat up to have a look. There would have been no connection 

with the body I found the previous day. However, a much better story is that I had found, „the 

ghost of the murdered man‟. 

 

And, if two bodies on the beach in two days seems unlikely, try this on for size. 

 

Outside of my home in Colva, a stranger stops me. 

 

“Hey man. Do you know a dude named Bob Pardee?”  

“You‟re fucking right I do.”  

“Well, he‟s looking for you.” 

 

This guy gives me an address, which he got from Bob in Delhi who was by now not in Delhi, 

but way north, and way high, in the Himalayas. What were the chances of him locating me, in 

Goa?  Before the event, virtually zero, but as things turned out, 100%.  It was a lucky thing too. 

I was down to my last ten pounds, and getting very thin.  Wrote and asked Bob to transfer £50 

pounds into my bank account. Needless to say, it didn‟t come, but this postcard did. 

 

 

 

 

 

To: Jim West 

 “High on a Mt peak only boundless Space is seen. 

It took 6months & 6 days to reach India, 

Must fast and Observe Silence for 7 days.   
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You are invited up here now, or before I Go WALKING this 

Easter, Spring, Summer, Please Prepare U‟r Feet. 

 

Assume all is well in AMERICA‟s 

 

Have regained some Mt strength,                 Love Bob” 

 

At best, this postcard was a load of pretentious twaddle. Bad writing saturated with affectation.  

My guess is, he didn‟t take 6 months to reach India.  Probably farted about the restaurants of 

Europe, while I lived on 50p a day.   

 

He‟s going to fast and observe silence: bloody hell, I weighed seven and a half stone.   

 

What on earth is Mountain Strength? And as for „ Presume all is well in Americas‟, how the 

hell should I know?  

 

Do I sound bitter?  Well, hunger does that to you, even forty years on.   

 

My diary‟s much more positive.  Probably spent more money on food after Bob‟s postcard 

arrived.   

 

Diary, March /74  Well, the long awaited news from Pardee has arrived.  I am physically very 

strong because of all the swimming I‟ve done, and am playing the flute well. Had some fine 

girlfriends.  

------------------------------------------ 
 

Editor‟s Note: I only make it two girlfriends, and pretty messy situations at that. However, I 

was fit.  Tough as nails. This came in handy on the train ride to Delhi. 

 

My train out of Goa was spacious and comfortable, but somewhere in the plains I transfer to a 

carriage that is absolutely packed.  Heaving.  Forget about a seat, one square foot of standing 

room‟s a luxury.  I have a ticket, but the conductor decides to throw me off the train because 

it‟s too crowded.  The next train is, “Two, maybe three days.”  The platform‟s a chaotic 

nightmare.  Everyone‟s hurling red dye at everyone else.  It‟s some sort of festival, but from 

what I can see, no one is having fun.  It‟s aggressive and dangerous so I refuse to get off the 

train.  The conductor and several passengers try to physically throw me off but I have hold of a 

luggage rack, and am not about to let go.  Typically, Polio victims have an iron grip.  I can 

easily support my entire weight one handed, and here I‟m using two.  After a few minutes they 

give up.  The general consensus being that I‟m an OK, chap. 

 

This is the „real‟ India.  I stand for six, maybe eight hours a day.  Get along well with the other 

passengers as we‟re all in the same boat.  This is the wrong metaphor I know, but „all in the 

same train‟, doesn‟t sound as good. I get food and exercise by jumping off the train and 

running along beside it as it crawls through the many stations. Sometimes I manage to buy a 

snack. We‟re all at it.  Once couldn‟t locate my pack, and spent hours boarding different cars, 

searching.  It was safe.  Indian peasants are fundamentally honest. 

 

A wiry old Sadu and I critically appraise each other.  He has a sleeping mat spread over a 

choice bit of luggage rack so I decide to stick close to him.  Later that day, the rack is mine and 

I travel in style to Delhi, where I‟m struck by a rickshaw, but escape uninjured.  
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Finally, I made it to Shimla. 

 

 

Bob was living high on the side of a mountain, just outside of town. He had a nice home, with a 

beautiful view, but no friends and nothing to do.  It looked to me like he was killing time, 

getting ready to return to the US.  There was something old and worn out about him.  

 

Bob said he was learning to play the Sitar, but didn‟t own one.  Instead, he went into Shimla 

once a week, for a music lesson from his „Guru‟.  Came out with some nonsense about the 

mutual love between him and his teacher. 

 

And, while we‟re talking nonsense, he also suggested setting me up as Manager of an Indian 

restaurant in New York, which was just what my years in the Mexican jungle had prepared me 

for. 

 

Make no mistake about it, the East can drive you mad. Mexico was tricky enough, but in India 

reference points were few and far between. This could be dangerous. Western embassies spent 

a lot of time and money packing people up and sending them home to their worried parents.  

 

Bob said that in Kabul, some Western woman had put a spell on him.  He had wound up sitting 

down and pounding his fists on a bathroom floor. 
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I made the mistake of telling Bob what a fucked up scene he had going and advised him to live 

closer to other Westerners, essentially suggesting he get help.  This went down very badly: he 

lost his usual cool, got jerky, and I honestly feared for my safety. 

 

Now, let‟s go back and recap the situation: In New York, Bob said that he would tell his 

brother to wire me money, if I needed it.  When I asked him what went wrong he said, and I 

quote, “I know how resourceful you are Hime, and knew you could get along without the 

money.”  Gee Bob, thanks for the vote of confidence. 

 

Up to this point, I occupied the moral high ground.  In New York City, I‟d been perfectly 

honest with him, and genuinely asked for nothing.  For this I was shafted, and hung out to dry. 

Should have ended things then and there. But --- 

 

Here I was in India, loving it, and still hoping for money from Bob. Remember, way back in 

Mexico, and again in New York, he had said he‟d support me in India for as long as I wanted. 

This was no time to change the rules of the game. Anyway, after much faffing about, Bob did 

give me 1000 Rupees, and we again made vague plans to meet up in a few months time. 

 

I took off for Delhi, and the Canadian Embassy. Had been living in India, for the last three 

months, without a valid passport. Try it sometime.  

 

 

Diary, Old Delhi, Crown Hotel 
 

…. Bob wants to control me through the money he gives 

 

…. I want the money for fun, adventure & (spiritual growth?) – really Jim – 

 

…. This is so much like the movie where a man sells his soul to the devil, for a purse that‟s 

always full. 

 

…. no wonder it‟s such a popular theme –it really does happen – how do I get myself out of this 

Karmic shmozzle? -  well the money‟s there to be used as best I can – „Seek ye first the 

Kingdom of God‟ 

 

(Did I really write this? Put on your Wellies folks: The bull shit is piled wide and deep)  

 

Renewed my passport, and threw the old one away, which was a big mistake!  Headed up to the 

rather POSH hill station of Dalhousie, but not before writing, 

 

…. India is a blast, in spite if injured feet, frayed nerves, and a tired side.  It‟s a Blast.  

 

Dalhousie was one of the mile high „hill stations‟ to which the British escaped, when the 

summers became too hot down south.  Four of us rented a fine old „summer home‟, which 

Indians now owned, but couldn‟t afford to live in.  We had morning tea, on a grassy terrace, 

overlooking the pure white, mountain ranges of the Tibetan Plateau. At this height, colors 

glowed with an electric brilliance.  The meek had indeed „inherited the earth‟.  

 

Alas, my life was directionless. More importantly, I began to suspect that my freaky friends 

were not such a creative, free thinking lot.  Judge for yourself. 

 

We‟ve been waiting at this roadside tea stand for many hours.  Every available „hippie‟ in 

Dalhousie has been recruited to take part in an Indian movie, which is being filmed in a valley 

about three miles away. We are promised a six-course meal and 50 Rupees for a day‟s work.  
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The talk drones endlessly on:  I‟ve heard it all before and feel absolutely no affinity with 

anyone. 

 

Finally, the transport arrives.  At the site, we once more mill about aimlessly.  The food never 

materializes and there are rumors that the R50 fee may be cut. There‟s much grumbling, and 

calls for „industrial action‟. 

 

Then the producer arrives.  He‟s a caricature of himself.  Plaid jacket, pink shirt, huge 

inverted-kite tie, massive sunglasses, silly hat.  And he‟s ordering us around!  Deals with us in 

a simple and effective way.  We are lined up, and those who wish to make the movie, on his 

terms, are told to cross an imaginary line.  Only three of us refuse to do so, and begin the long 

walk back to Dalhousie.  I‟m filled with sad disillusionment.  

------------------------------------------ 

 

A Tibetan relief worker, named Victoria, lived not far from me in Dalhousie.  She had a gaggle 

of girls around her, who had been taught to meditate by a teacher named Goenka, who I first 

heard about in Tehran. In the evenings, I would „sit‟ with them for one or two hours, motionless 

and silent. This seemed a distinctly odd thing to do, but preferable to the baloney being spun 

out by my dope-smoking buddies.  Victoria had her head screwed on, and was not afraid to 

suggest that mine was a little wobbly.  She later was to give me some valuable advice. 

------------------------------------------ 

 

If you wanted to sit around teashops, sampling the world‟s finest sweets, then Dalhousie was 

the place to be, but that wasn‟t my style.  I did have the silly idea of becoming a Sadu, sleeping 

for free on „friends‟ floors, and spinning out Bob‟s thousand Rupees as long as possible.  

Victoria put me straight, barely managing to suppress a derisive sneer.  A few of my „friends‟ 

were not so kind.   

 

I did enjoy shopping for food, as my „market Hindi‟ was deadly.  Experienced traders would 

close up shop when they saw me coming.  Had a terrific squabble with an old woman, over the 

price of a few onions.  She got furious.  Hurled the onions at me, stuffed some free veg into my 

bag and, grinning her toothless grin, pushed me on.  That was as good as it got. 

 

When money ran low, I travelled back to see my benefactor in Shimla. Gotta defend myself 

here: I was only doing exactly what we had both agreed upon.  He was probably spending five 

Rupees for every one of mine.  OK, that‟s not much of a defence, but you weren‟t stuck in 

India, I was.  

 

During this visit, Bob decided to observe silence.  This highly refined religious practice did not 

preclude him smoking dope, and passing me an endless stream of scribbled messages.  One of 

these said that he was going to reduce my allowance each time I saw him, which was not part 

of the original deal, but I had nothing to bargain with.  This called for a little thought so I 

returned to Dalhousie, reasonably certain that Bob was about to vanish. 

 

Victoria advised me to cut loose from him, and sort out my life, so I returned to Bob‟s, and this 

time I wasn‟t even broke. Before I left Dalhousie, Victoria said something interesting.  “You 

know what I see in you Jim?  A very brave person.” Amazing, I‟d never even told her about 

Carlos, or the Grand River rapids.  She meant, of course, something to do with my being 

handicapped.  We said goodbye, but two years later, met again, by chance, just outside of 

Oxford. 

 

Bob was not pleased to see me.  I came straight to the point, and asked him to make good his 

promise of a plane ticket back to Canada.  Could see him swallow hard.  He‟d been waiting for 

his chance to escape but  I was confident that he‟d come up with the money, as long as 

confronted face to face.  And so it came to pass, that while I hung out for five days in Shimla, 
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Bob put together a huge wad of Rupees. Alas, I would soon find out that Rupees were not a 

good idea!  

 

There was a small train, which went down the mountain from Shimla.  As I boarded, Bob 

passed me an envelope, saying, “You know me, Hime, a man of letters”.  Was tempted to toss 

it out the window, unread, but I‟m glad I didn‟t. 

 

May 74 
Dear_Slimy_ 

 

Well, I‟m cutting you off. When you see me, your hands are always out for dollars. 

 

You know that I have no intention of ever getting that 13,000 Rupies back.  I gave it with 

LOVE, when I was WEAK & HIGH, and now that I am STRONG & HIGH, I realize that it was 

a mistake.  God loves me for Giving, but giving to the WRONG PERSON at the WRONG TIME 

is a TRIPLE MISTAKE.  LACKING DISCRETION. 

 

Let me tell you.  You have some heavy KARMA to burn.  And you better do it in this LIFE 

TIME, IN the physical vehicle that you now have, otherwise_ _ _ 

 

Wise Men like GOD* JUDGE A MAN by what he does and thinks.  Do and think as you will, 

because it‟s obvious that you lie with your Mouth & Mind. 

 
You will FIND in this world, ESPECIALLY AMONG those Acid & Dope CASUALTIES of the 

young hippy ELEMENTS, Others that are Lost & SICK TOO.  NATURALLY 

CONGREGATING TOGETHER, LACKING VISION.  Maybe they won‟t be able to SEE you.  I 

could NOT, FOR SOME TIME. 

 

You NEED help Jim.  DIRECTION, DISCIPLINE, AND MOST OF ALL LOVE.  I‟ve GIVEN 

you EVERYTHING that I can, so I‟m clear with you. 

 

And I SEE it hasn‟t made you HIGHER.  SO I DO NOT WANT TO SEE YOU AGAIN FOR A 

LONG TIME. ( I will visit you, Full Moon May 75, WHEREVER YOU ARE )  Don‟t visit ME.  

Not only has my presents not made you HIGHER, but you have a DEFINITE DRAIN on MY 

BODIES.  I don‟t want to be ANYWHERE NEAR YOU, OR HAVE YOU NEAR ANY OF MY 

LOVED ONES. 

 
YOU ARE what you DO & THINK BUDDY, You better get it TOGETHER 

BRINGING it ALL Down To Truth? 

LOVE 

Bob a Bob 

 

Preparing the SANCITY 

------------------------------------------ 

 

 

 

The actual letter was two or three times this long, but reading it out would have drained all my 

vital bodily fluids.  Have tried repeatedly to locate Bob.  Should be able to sell this letter back 

to him for a few thousand quid.   

 

Make of it what you will, but remember, Bob never once apologized for leaving me hanging 

about in stinking Pakistani hotels, waiting for money which he promised, but never delivered.  

He seems, in his letter, to have forgotten this „small‟ oversight. 



 59 

 

So, down the mountain, into Delhi and back to Canada.  Uh, well, er, no, not even close.  

 

Diary, May 74, …. So here I am in Delhi.  I‟ve miscalculated and don‟t have enough money to 

fly back to Canada, so it has to be Merry Old England. But there‟s worse, much worse. 

 

…. Airlines in India will only accept dollars, and all my money‟s in Rupees. So instead, I book 

through a shifty travel agent to fly Aeroflot via Moscow.  Russia takes Rupees, but I‟ve handed 

over 2000 for a tiny receipt, and my flight isn‟t even confirmed. (I‟ve got a ticket but no seat, 

and the agent keeps giving me the run around)  

 

…. Well, you live and learn.  Am sleeping in the park, eating free meals at the Sikh temple, and 

in general having a pretty good time. It‟s 41 degrees in the shade. 

 

Diary, Four Days Later…. The dude who sold me my ticket also organized a buss out of 

Delhi, which broke down, and a whole mess of people are running around, screaming for his 

head.  This makes my job all the more difficult, in fact nearly impossible, cause he ain‟t about 

to stop running. 

 

And the Shit Just Gets Deeper 

 

Do you remember when I threw my old passport away?  Well, I now have no proof of where or 

when I entered India, or how much currency I brought with me.  Without this information, they 

won‟t let me leave the country.   

 

Thankfully, the Canadian embassy helped with the currency problem and simultaneously 

squeezed the dodgy travel agent, who they knew all too well. 

 

In the park, where I slept, I met a relaxed young English lad, who offered to go to the Pakistani 

border, and get proof of my entry into India.  This should never have worked, but he found 
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what I needed, and returned, having been away just three days! Forget about turning water into 

wine; we‟re talking real miracles here. 

 

While hanging about, I picked up a thorn and my foot became infected and swollen.  Went to a 

clinic, where treatment was immediate, and highly professional.  The Doctor lanced my foot, 

without the use of anesthetic, and started squeezing, all the while remarking what a baby I was.  

Pus just kept coming out. A day or two more, and I might have lost my foot.   

 

Continued sleeping in the park, while going to the clinic for daily penicillin injections.  There 

was one toilet block, used by a zillion Indians every day.  I walked about in all manner of slop, 

with an open wound on my foot.  Thought it best to spend my last few Rupees on a hotel and 

enlisted the services of a resident junkie to administer Penicillin. Saved my foot although I‟ve a 

scar that never quite heals.  Had to buy phony vaccination documents from my friend the 

„travel agent‟.  

 

Finally, after three weeks, I overcame all obstacles, and flew out of Delhi to London, via 

Moscow. 

------------------------------------------ 

 

Before landing, let‟s quickly return to the Canadian embassy in Delhi.  After thanking the 

woman behind the desk for helping with my currency problem, I remarked how much I loved 

India, and said I‟d return.   

 

“O, they all say that, but never do.” 

“Well, maybe they don‟t, but I will.” 

 

I was going to study with a music teacher in Daramsala, and learn to meditate with S N 

Goenka. If there‟s such a thing as a preordained destiny, this was mine.  

 

I never saw Bob again, although he did stick in the knife one more time.  This really pissed me 

off. Very little of his story would ever have been told, had he just let things lie. 
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Chapter 4 

 

London to Wales to India 

 

Landed in London carrying my flute, a sleeping mat, and five pounds in cash.  Told 

immigration I was going to make some money and fly back to Canada.  They seemed 

impressed that my grandfather was from Northampton and quickly waved me through.  Try the 

same thing if you‟re black. 

 

Went to Oxford, and stayed with Bob‟s brother Christopher, and Christopher‟s wife Helen.  A 

year earlier, Bob and I had stayed at their place on our way out to India.  At the time, I got 

along very well with Helen and now, if anything, our relationship was better.  

 

On the first night, Christopher and I sat down in the kitchen, where I was subjected to a learned 

discourse on India.  Forty-five minutes nonstop, and he‟d never even been there! Finally, 

noticing that I‟d fallen, comatose into the soup, he got up to go, leaving with these words. “You 

know what I like about you Jim?  Just because you‟ve been to India, you don‟t think you know 

all about it.” Jesus Christ, I wanted to scream. 

 

Christopher and Helen had friends living in a squat in London.  I had no other options, so 

copied down the address and prepared to leave.  Can remember the day well.  A sunny 

morning, in the Oxfordshire countryside, smiling faces and goodbye waves. The parting scene 

still haunts me. Although very much wanting to, I never saw Helen again.  At the time, she was 

my only friend this side of the Atlantic. 

 

She made me a lunch for the journey, which I opened later on the coach. Inside was ten quid, 

tucked in among the sandwiches.   

 

Diary, June 74, Chelsea Squat, London 

 

…. Things are working out well.  Got a free room, which is really a broom closet, and with any 

luck, only need 75p a day to live on. 

 

…. What I‟m concerned with, aside from survival, is how to use my talents in a constructive 

way     

 

…. Am beginning an informal study of psychology, since I definitely need mental exercise. 

 

…. London is beautiful, but do I really want to spend winter here? 

 

…. Ah,…. a cup of warm milk – I‟m getting fat  

 

Seems that as long as I was still alive, and not starving, things were “working out well”.  

Certainly, what follows, was part of an upward trend.  

 

It‟s a warm summer‟s evening in Chelsea, the streets peaceful and quiet.  I stop outside of a 

poster shop, and begin flipping through a rack that displays the various astrological signs.  

Beside me is a young woman.  Our hands almost touch, as we stop at the same poster.  We‟re 

both Cancers, and today is midway between our birthdays.  Hers has just past: mine is in three 

days!  I invite her out to supper.  That‟s to say, I know a church hall where they‟re giving away 

free food.  My religion changes on a daily basis.  Today I‟m a Jesus freak, tomorrow I‟ll be a 

devotee of Lord Krishna.  The Hari Krishna people serve great food: likewise the Sikhs.   
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Petranella  was amazed by what you could get for free. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

She was a twenty-two year old, Irish university student: warm and friendly: definitely a little 

naive. A strong Catholic upbringing led her to think that I might be Jesus Christ.  Well, I soon 

showed her that The New Testament had left some things out. Petra, for her part, was a willing 

disciple.  

 

There were no doubts on either side: we wanted to be together. 

 

 

 

 

I let it be known at the squat, that Petra and two other girls were looking for a place to live.  

Could see the guys‟ eyes light up, and the ladies were invited to move in, but tough luck boys: 

two of the girls were well and truly out of bounds, and the third was mine. About this time, I 

bagged a nice little room on the top floor, and Petra squeezed in with me.  
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Our relationship was on again, off again, with more, off again, than I would have liked.  

Physically, the energy levels were ridiculously high.  Just taking her hands in mine could be 

explosive.  At times, the mixture of excitement and desire drove me to the edge of hysteria.  

Petra said that she never knew “bodies could be such fun” and I‟ll second that.   

 

After five or six weeks, things began to fizzle out.  I should have been listening more to her, but 

„Willie‟ was doing all the talking.  Nevertheless, we had many good times together, and 

remained friends and lovers, until I left London. Before going, I must describe our squat, and a 

remarkable woman, who lived nearby.  

 

The squat was far more comfortable than any hotel I had known in the East, with free gas and 

electricity, hot water, and a perfectly serviceable cooker and fridge in the basement.  I got along 

well with the professionals who lived there, but had almost nothing to do with the „freaks‟.  

This was a continuation of my disillusionment with their „alternative‟ life style.  Occasionally, 

I‟d smoke dope with them, but they seemed determined not to get high.  A lot of tobacco, and a 

tiny bit of hash or grass, followed by much talk about putting society right.  Alas, what they 

couldn‟t do, was take out the rubbish. 

 

The place stank.  Half of the rooms had piles of rotting garbage outside their doors.  Nobody 

took it down to the street.  Apparently, the leaders of this „New Age‟ believed in miracles.  I 

wasn‟t going to live, surrounded by shit.  Took me a couple of days to clean the whole 

building, top to bottom.  This shook people up, and for a while, the rubbish kept moving.  

 

Eventually, the electricity people got on to us so I went down to their office to see what could 

be done.  They were amazingly helpful, tolerant and friendly.  A secretary explained, to her 

boss, that we were some kind of „commune‟.  He suggested that we pay off one-quarter of the 

bill.  All I had to do was go back, and get 50p from everybody.  

 

Contributions were mixed, and totally unpredictable.  Some professionals, making good 

money, gave nothing, while others, with very little, came across.  On average, the freaks were 

more generous.   In any case the lights stayed on.  A few weeks later, I did make one other 

contribution to our „New Age‟ lifestyle.   

 

I am down in the basement, tucked up in a corner, between the cooker and fridge.  This is my 

favorite spot. Often I have a Potato stew bubbling away.  It‟s possible to get free fruit and veg, 

out of the gutters, after the markets shut down.  

 

A candle, which I have made, casts a soft light.  Someone shuffles down the stairs, and is just 

about to enter an adjacent room when he jumps like an electrified cat. 

 

“Jesus Christ, what are you doing here?” 

“Just sitting” 

“Why in the dark?” 

“I like it” 

 

He leaves, having accomplished nothing.  I figure he intended to steal my milk. When last 

confronted, his defense ran. 

 

“Ya man, but it‟s a community.” 

 

Anyway, versions of this basement scene kept reoccurring.  I got curious, and suspicious.  

Considered hiding outside in the garden, to watch through a window, but this left me 

vulnerable, and it could have been a long wait.  Then, one day, down he came, very agitated 

and not at all happy to see me. 
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“Sorry man, I just got to do this.” 

 

He went into the other room, took something down from a high beam, and hurried upstairs to 

the front door.  Musta‟ been selling smack: nobody goes to that sort of trouble over a bit of 

dope.  That evening, I organized a meeting. Called the guy in, and confronted him.  Said we 

would have him busted, if he and his wife didn‟t leave.  He blubbered on about a friend with a 

gun, but within two days, was gone.  Rough justice?  Not at all: we knew better than most, what 

junk did.  So, was I a hero?  No, people were wary of me, icy and standoffish. Must have been 

a few others with secrets to hide.  

 

Played flute in the subways, and did very well.  Could have saved enough for a ticket back to 

Canada, but I hated busking: too much like begging.  Sold my flute for £40 pounds to a lad who 

was having lessons with James Galway.  The flute was a silver plated Artley.  The kid got a 

good deal, and I got to breathe again.  

 

Diary, July 74   

 

…. The sun is shining, so I‟m going to get outside, pronto 

…. I‟ve still got a tan, but most Englanders are white as ghosts 

…. Don‟t see any immediate prospects of getting out of London 

…. Yesterday, had a real good try at finding a job, walked into 25 places 

…. Got 15 smiling Nos, and 10 scowling Nos 

 

…. It was a beautiful day, just felt happy most of the time.  Listening to a lot of music, smoking 

a bit of dope, doing some yoga. 

 

From what had happened in India you would imagine that I‟d learned to be wary of „Pardee‟ 

type situations, but not according to my diary.   

 

…. Two of the guys here are into hustling rich women, for whatever they‟re worth 

…. Money, dope, pearls, airline tickets. And it works. 

…. Finding myself wanting an invitation to the rich lady‟s apartment 

…. O, for sure I couldn‟t accept money, but maybe …. 

…. Looking for an easy way out.  

 

So let me introduce Madeline.  Could it be that she is „The easy way out‟? 

 

Someone in the squat knew of my interest in alternative education, and suggested that I check 

out Madeline.  She owned a flat nearby, but was moving up to Wales, with the intention of 

starting a school.  She was unique. With her, it wasn‟t possible to be bored, or even vaguely 

disinterested.  Always conversations were directed straight to the point.  Peripheral issues were 

exposed as irrelevant, and striped away.  I described my relationship with Petranella in a frank 

and detailed fashion.  Her advice was unsentimental, encouraging and helpful.  Sounded more 

like a football coach than an „agony aunt‟.  She followed the progress of my lovelife with 

interest and enthusiasm. 

 

Petranella was horrified: couldn‟t understand “how I could have anything to do with her”.  

Madeline‟s small flat was filled with rabbit and Guinea pig cages.  Must admit that the place 

got pretty high, but I was there for the intellectual cut and thrust.  Madeline was an earthy sort 

of person: someone who could sit on the toilet, and discuss Krishnamurti.  

 

She was selling her flat, and buying a house on ten acres of land, near Dolgellau, in North 

Wales.  I was going to help with the animals, and hopefully assist with setting up a school.  

Together, we carefully considered various options, devoting upwards of ten minutes to our 
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detailed plans.  In fact, Madeline had no idea what she was doing: I, for my part, was simply 

getting out of London. Petra thought I was crazy, planing to move to Wales with Madeline. She 

was dead right, but I was determined. If there was anything that caused me doubt, I simply 

ignored it, and here‟s an example.  

 

Madeline took me around to see a friend of hers, a young woman, who knew about the 

„project‟.  We sat drinking tea and chatting, late into the night. Madeline mentioned that I was 

going up to Wales with her, and asked the woman if she would like to join us.  She declined, 

after which an awkward silence filled the room.  Got the feeling there was something I should 

know, but didn‟t.  Madeline got up to go, but asked if I would like to stay behind.  Now, all the 

time we were there, this woman had been comfortably snuggled up in bed.  I should have 

jumped at the opportunity to stay behind.  Delights of the flesh, maybe: fill in the missing 

details about Madeline, almost certainly.  But, I split: Didn‟t want to know the truth: I wanted 

out of London. 

 

Here‟s another example of how I ignored looming difficulties. Madeline said that two junkies 

would be joining us in Wales.  This was an awkward bit of information, so I threw it out.  Just 

didn‟t think about it.  

 

I decide to hitch up to Dolgellau two weeks before Madeline was to leave London.  Petra and I 

exchanged addresses, not knowing if we‟d see each other again.  Outside of Shrewsbury, I got a 

ride straight to Dolgellau.  This was hitching‟s equivalent of winning the lottery. As we drove 

deeper into Wales, my spirits began to lift, and then soar.  

 

I’d never imagined that such wild and beautiful country existed in the British Isles 

 

 

 

My driver, Charles, was a lighting technician with „The Cambridge University Players‟.  I 

traveled with him for two weeks, and helped to put on plays in Barmouth and Harlech.  
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The „Cambridge Players‟ isolated and ignored me.  I had gone over the Khyber Pass clinging to 

the roof-rack of a taxi cab, but they treated me like „white trailer-trash‟.  Didn‟t intend to, but in 

Harlech, on the final „Big Night‟, I got even. 

 

The theatre is packed, hushed, and expectant: Champagne‟s already on ice, and roses awaiting 

the „leading lady‟.  I‟m at the lighting desk, headphones on, waiting for cues from the stage 

manager.  “Ready cue 4 …..  cue 4”.  Easy stuff, but the head technician has been having all 

the fun.  I have to call him every time there‟s a simple lighting change.  Right now, he‟s sitting 

on the other side of a glass partition, smoking a fag, and talking with a stagehand. 

 

The play is drawing to its dramatic close.  Thomas More is for the chop.  From his prison cell, 

he‟s about to deliver a very long, heartfelt soliloquy. The spotlight on him should gradually, 

almost imperceptibly fade, until at the play‟s end, he is left in total darkness.  This is my big 

chance.  When the cue comes, I don‟t call Charles.  Instead, because of nervous excitement, I 

plunge poor Thomas into complete darkness.  The audience sits bemused in the inky blackness. 

For what seems like ages, Thomas carries on, talking to no one and nothing, now acutely 

aware that there are worse things than beheading.  Realizing the boob, I should have brought 

the lights quickly up, and then slowly faded them.  But I didn‟t. Charles was in shit, because 

everyone knew he hadn‟t been at his post.  For me, nothing changed: I was already an outcast.  

 

Poor Sir Thomas, he had no luck with King Henry or, for that matter, with me. 
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Madeline‟s place was one mile up a steep, narrow road from Dolgellau, tucked into the north 

face of Cader Idris, one of Wales‟ better known mountains. All winter, the sun barely shone on 

the house, which was cold, hard, and unforgiving. As usual, I didn‟t have much money, but for 

some reason, the freezer was full of bacon and butter. Great, my future was secure. 

 

So I set to work picking and freezing damsons, cutting wood, patching fences, chasing sheep, 

and feeding Benji, our scraggy donkey.  The ducks, geese and chickens also kept me busy, but 

this work diminished, as „Mr. Fox‟ knocked them off, one by one.  Finally Madeline arrived, 

followed soon after by Apsley, a big beautiful dray horse.  He was going to help with the 

shopping, and „possibly‟ pull a flower-cart through the towns and villages of North Wales.  

Alas he had his own ideas and point blank refused to haul two people, and a heavy load, up the 

side of Cader.  Apsley wasn‟t just lazy, he was playing it safe.  On the way down into 

Dolgellau, Madeline drove for long stretches on the wrong side of the road.  Kept thinking she 

was in her native Italy.  I suspect that it was one of these „minor lapses‟ that eventually got her 

killed.  

 

So far, we had a lot of free pasture for the neighbours‟ sheep, and Apsley, a very expensive 

way of converting hay into manure.  Madeline went to the „Local Authorities‟ and investigated 

the possibility of starting an alternative school.  They in turn, investigated Madeline.  

 

On her way back to Ireland, Petranella came up and stayed for three days.  Dolgellau isn‟t on 

the way back to anywhere, so she‟d made a real effort to see me again.  Someone else, who 

turned out to be important, also visited.   

 

Petra and I are snuggled up against the front gate, trying to stay warm when a 4x4 pulls off the 

road and stops, its headlights blinding us.  A tall, blond, man, with a warm voice, says that he 

is looking to buy a donkey, and asks if I‟ll sell Benji.  Annoyed at having my efforts to stay 

warm interrupted, I give him a quick, “No”, and tell him to,“Get off my land”.  Must have been 

something I‟d heard in a Western.  In fact, it wasn‟t my land, nor was he on it, but when you‟re 

standing there, with a beautiful young woman in your arms, a heroic gesture is called for.  Tim 

pulled out of the drive, and a few weeks later, invited me to his home for supper.   

 

Petra returned to Ireland.  Our relationship was fragile, but when I looked down at her, the face 

smiling up radiated love.  The more I think back, the more brightly it shines.   

 

Meanwhile, back at the Ranch.  Madeline was getting worried about meeting the bills.  New 

fences, and hay for the winter, were going to cost a lot.  I decided to look for work but 

Madeline‟s face dropped at the suggestion. This apparently was not part of the plan?  But what 

was the plan?  Madeline never thought anything through carefully, but what thinking she did do 

ran something like this.  One cripple, two junkies, lord knows who else, on the dole and paying 

rent.  In the summer, we would all be stuffed into one or two rooms, making space for „bed-

and-breakfast guests‟.  She probably imagined me scuttling about, serving tea and toast.  As 

plans went, it made Hitler‟s invasion of Russia seem inspired.  Anyway, I signed on and started 

looking for work. 

 

Madeline was writing a book about „Saving the Children‟.  Things got weird.  She spent the 

nights dictating into a tape recorder, repeating, erasing, repeating, the same sentences, over and 

over.  It was the prayer of a distressed soul, not a book.  I suggested that she might need help 

with the book but the „work‟ carried on.  She wasn‟t sleeping, and now neither was I.  Could 

hear her padding about in the night, and was quite honestly afraid that she might come through 

the door, and put a knife in me.  During the day, my chest was so tight I was having trouble 

breathing.  At times my heart beat erratically.  Friends encouraged me to apply for a job with an 

archeological team that was moving into the area, so I posted off the application. 
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In one of her saner moments, Madeline gave me a scrap of paper, with the name and phone 

number of her doctor.  I kept it safe, suspecting it‟d come in handy. At one point, she attempted 

to seduce me but no way, I was remaining faithful to Apsley.  Fear, confusion and helplessness, 

dominated my days.  

 

The house was stone cold, but Madeline took off all of her clothes, and was running about 

naked.  As „The Sun Queen‟, she fed exclusively on butter, which was needed to stoke the 

burning fires within her. Also smeared butter over her entire body, from head to foot.  Every 

sinew and muscle was drawn tight as piano wire.  When she took hold of my arm, it was with a 

grip of steel.  

 

Apparently, she was receiving instructions from higher beings, but it was Darwin who was 

advising me.  

 

While she was at the front of the house, I slipped out the back and ran.  Kept going all the way 

down Cader, and didn‟t feel safe until reaching Dolgellau.  There, I called the number she‟d 

given me.  A psychiatrist answered, and responded with, “Oh no, not again”.  He called a 

mental health team, and gave me the number of her lawyer.  I hung out in Dolgellau, and didn‟t 

go back „till late evening.  The place was empty. 

 

Rumor had it that, when the police and health workers arrived, Madeline took off starkers 

across the hills.  There was a light, new-fallen snow.  She was fit, athletic, hyperactive, and 

covered in butter.  Must have taken them a while to catch her.  I slept soundly, for the first time 

in weeks.  Two days later, the junkies arrived.  

------------------------------------- 

 

Ron and Tony were on prescription Methadone. Although Ron was dying from heroin damage 

to his kidneys, he still tried to get me hooked.  Both were thieves. When they jacked up, the 

house was saturated with a dark, solid gloom. I was living with the dead. 

 

As you can imagine, the locals weren‟t happy about Ron and Tony: I, on the other hand, was a 

celebrity.  The „Madeline Incident‟ had entered the annals of local folklore.  By now, there 

were „eye-witness‟ accounts of her being pursued naked, across the fields by a long line of 

white-coated men.  Story was, that she‟d attacked me with a chainsaw.  What really happened 

was this.  A week earlier, Madeline had come out of the back shed carrying a huge chainsaw 

and slammed it down on the kitchen table saying, “Here Jim, you can do it.”  No idea how this 

story got around, but the truth had changed, ever so slightly.  The Welsh have a reputation for 

being insular, but I found them helpful and sympathetic.  Guess they wanted to know all the 

details. 

 

Because of Ron and Tony I stayed away from the farm as much as possible.  My wanderings 

brought me into contact with a collection of friendly, intelligent, often attractive people. Began 

to feel less isolated, although my closest friend was still Apsley. Seriously, there‟s something 

more than human about a big horse.  We would stand together in the cold night, he breathing 

great clouds of warm, steamy, horsy breath over me.  At times he‟d push me about, trying to 

get some oats, and occasionally trod on my foot, but every relationship has it‟s difficulties.   

 

One night, the farm had visitors. 

 

Suddenly, the house is swarming with men and dogs.  These guys are intimidating, probably 

CID.  Weeks of intensive undercover work leads them to suspect that junkies are living on the 

premises.  Great work guys, everyone within twenty miles knows this.  The local chemists are 

filling out their prescriptions?  The cops aren‟t happy about having to search a large rambling 

house, with all its outbuildings.  Should have come in the daylight, boys.  After half an hour, 

they begin to suspect a boo-boo.  We are relaxed, and start taking the piss. One cop leads me 
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upstairs, and turns over my room, but his heart isn‟t in it.  When he finishes, I look at him, and 

in my best „school teacher voice‟ say, “Look, I‟m living with a couple of junkies, where do I 

hide my money?”  He hasn‟t a clue so I unscrew the faceplate from the light-switch, and show 

him a small roll of notes.  Not much later they leave.  For now, Ron, Tony and I are the best of 

buddies.  However, a few days later, they steal my Social Security cheque, and are gone. 

 

So now I was on my own, with a lot of property and some livestock to look after.  Madeline‟s 

lawyer gave me limited power of attorney, and said I could pay myself £60 a week for looking 

after the place. If this once again looks like „gold digging‟, well it wasn‟t.  I wanted „shelter 

from the storm‟, but was essentially honest, almost Puritanical.  Bought a load of hay for 

Apsley, but took nothing for myself. Was constantly dreading Madeline‟s return, and lived on 

the edge. 

 

Tim Chambers, the “I‟ll buy your donkey” man, invited me to his cottage for supper.  There I 

met his partner Meg, and their two children. „Coincidentally‟, I already knew Meg from a 

chance meeting in Dolgellau.  Furthermore, her father had given me a lift on the road to 

Barmouth.  Also, her brother once gave me a ride up over Cader. Practically everyone I knew 

in the area belonged to the same family! The evening meal was good, the fire big and bright.  

My „Dark Night of the Soul‟ was drawing to a close: but for now, let‟s get back to Madeline‟s. 

 

The friends who had tipped me off about the archaeological dig, came round to take Apsley out 

for a ride.  We got back in the evening to find Madeline talking with a number of local 

policemen.  The cops were at first hostile, but soon relaxed.  God knows what she had told 

them.  Madeline had a sustained rant at me, saying I wasn‟t fit to be a leader of the „new age‟: 

you‟d think I was the one who had gone crazy.  Took me ten minutes to get my things together 

and split.  

 

I bear Madeline no ill will.  Strictly speaking, she had promised me nothing, and overall treated 

me well.  Without her, I would never have made it up into Wales, and established so many 

lasting friendships.  About a year later, she died in a car crash, probably driving on the wrong 

side of the road. 

 

I became homeless, just as „Donkey‟ Tim went to work in Canada. The day after I escaped the 

icy slopes of Cader, Meg, his partner, asked if I‟d like to stay with her in their beautiful little 

cottage in the hills.  She had a soft heart, and just couldn‟t turn away a stray dog.  Over the 

months and years, a peculiar collection of „muts‟ pitched up at her door.  Most were 

exceptionally fine individuals: a few came with an X certificate.  In my case, I don‟t believe 

Meg was being entirely altruistic.  Tim‟s leaving had created a dangerous vacuum: Meg wisely 

filled it with someone safe.  
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Meg’s Cottage.  Hills above, woods below, a stream by the front door. 

 

 

 

My life change completely.  Suddenly there was light, warmth and companionship.  Then, one 

morning, a letter arrived offering me work with the „Gwynedd Archaeological Trust‟ 

 

That winter, I continued to live at Meg‟s while working very long hard hours. My knees 

became arthritic from kneeling on the frozen ground, and twice I dislocated vertebrae in my 

spine.  
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Couldn’t possibly have continued were it not for 

the warm welcome that awaited me at the end of each day’s work. 
 

 

 

 

 

In the spring, I traveled north with the „diggers‟.  I worked in many beautiful areas, saved every 

penny I could, and once again became extremely fit. 

 

And here I‟m rushing my story, anxious once again to hit the road. In fact, my first year in 

Wales was a world unto itself.  I made many lifelong friends, and the Barmouth area remains to 

this day, my home away from home. Nevertheless, very early on a sunny summer‟s morning, I 

kissed a beautiful young lady goodbye, and stuck out my thumb for the English Channel.  

 

Diary, July 75  Gonna finish this diary where it began – waiting to go to India – my work-

mate, Robert, tells me that these diaries may one day be worth a bundle & be of some 

sociological interest – so I‟m going to put things down clearly – no point in confusing future 

generations  

 

This was nearly the final entry. My birthday, July the 7
th

, went unmarked, just as every birthday 

had, for the last eight years. 

-------------------------------------------- 
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I intended to hitch all the way to India. Three hundred pounds had to get me there, keep me 

going as long as possible, and get me back. Couldn‟t be taking trains, as I had the first time. 

Furthermore, there wasn‟t even the illusion of a Bob Pardee backing me up.  

 

Hitched to London, and telephoned Helen in Oxford. I wanted to see her again, and thank her 

for the lunch, which she packed, with the money hidden inside. Amazingly, she was incredibly 

hostile, her voice as cold as ice. I was stunned and confused. Perhaps you remember her and the 

children, smiling and waving, as I boarded a coach leaving Oxford for London. Now, a year 

later, after many months of backbreaking hard work, I was being treated like shit. What had 

happened? She wouldn‟t say, and hung up. Hitched to Oxford, and called her from there. If 

anything, she was even more antagonistic.  

 

It had to be Bob. On his way back from India, he would have stopped at his brother‟s, and done 

one hell of a hatchet job on me. No idea what it was, but he was crazy enough to do, or say, 

anything. How sure am I? Pretty damn sure. I‟ve always wanted to confront him about this. As 

Shakespeare says: 

 

Who steals my purse steals trash;  

But he that filches from me my good name 

Robs me of that which not enriches him, 

And makes me poor indeed.  

 

I liked Helen, but was forced to give up and set out for Holland. 

 

When I write “hitched to Oxford”, bear something in mind.  It‟s easy to put on the page, a lot 

harder to do. There were no cups of tea or prepared meals, seldom a roof at night: it was 

bananas, cheese, bread and yogurt. You‟ve gotta keep moving: in Europe, time is money, and 

lots of it.  

 

Sometimes I was offered a place to crash for the night, and found myself an observer, in the 

middle of strangers‟ lives. Women sure make a broad spectrum of different sounds when they 

have sex. Could have written a Ph.D. on the stuff I heard.  But here, I‟ll cut short my 

digression. This is no way to start a quest for spiritual enlightenment. 

 

Look at a map, showing the route from Wales to India. Holland is smaller than a postage stamp. 

Looks like you could just hop across it. But, get off the ferry, and bloody hell, it‟s a country, 

with cities, wide flat fields, and long empty roads. I walked about 20 miles, then bang, an 

American GI gives me a lift to Frankfurt, and a place to sleep for the night. More importantly, 

we talk for a few hours. On a long journey, isolation is a killer. Arrived in Munich, the 

following evening. It reminded me of „Frisco in the late 60‟s. The city came alive at night with 

hundreds of brightly-lit sidewalk cafes. But there was fear in the air. Every five minutes, 

someone in uniform asked to see my passport. 

 

I never listened to the radio, watched TV, or read newspapers. For all I knew, Mickey Mouse 

was president of the U S. Most of the time it didn‟t matter: that night it did. Terrorist groups 

were active: the cops jumpy, and keen to move you on.  Tired and harassed, I searched for a 

place to sleep. 

-------------------------------------------- 

 

The University grounds are dark and deserted. I find a sheltered spot under a flight of concrete 

stairs, and roll out my sleeping-bag.  Within minutes, I‟m asleep. Then, someone is screaming, 

desperately calling for help. Don‟t realize at first that it‟s me! A large German Shepherd has 

my legs in its jaws, and has dragged me out from under the stairs. I am absolutely helpless as it 

tosses me about like a rag-doll. Then, the dog‟s pulled back, and a powerful torch shines in my 

face. I sit up, shaking and confused. “Passport” It‟s the fucking police. Fumbling down into my 
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sleeping bag, I find my passport, and present it with violently trembling hands. They let me 

know that it is “Verboten” to sleep here, and then turn to leave. When they‟re thirty feet away, 

the dog breaks free, turns, and comes at me, head lowered. His eyes are huge saucers of 

yellow, trained on my face. Five feet before he reaches me, there‟s a sharp command, and he‟s 

gone. I literally stagger back to busy streets, and safety. A Brit, living in Munich, gives me a 

place to sleep for the night. He doesn‟t believe my story. 

-------------------------------------------- 

 

The dog must have had its teeth filed down, because my legs, although bruised and scratched, 

were not badly injured. My sleeping-bag was a light one, and would have offered next to no 

protection. Probably the police did this routinely, just to keep the riff-raff moving. They could 

clearly see that I was handicapped, but didn‟t check for injuries. Think „Second World War SS 

Officers‟, and you‟ve got the picture. In fact, they were piss-poor cops. If I had been a terrorist, 

with a gun, instead of a passport in my bag, they would have died, then and there. By seven the 

next morning, I was at the Austrian border, less than impressed by Bavarian hospitality.  

 

Salzburg was a glitzy, ultra expensive tourist trap. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It would have been financial suicide for me to buy a cup of coffee 
 

Being attacked by a German Shepherd was bad enough, but this was terrifying. I walked to the 

edge of town, and waited, and waited, and waited. Borders on a map are just harmless dotted 

lines, while often, in real life, they coincide with mountain ranges, where drivers avoid 

stopping. Began to look like I was going to be stuck forever, so started walking. My pack was 

extremely light. It held a flimsy sleeping-bag, thin waterproof mat, and very few clothes: that‟s 

all. Maybe three pounds. I could carry it forever, straight up if necessary. When leaving Wales 

a friend almost cried, when she saw me heading out, with such a small pack. “You‟re going all 

the way to India, with only that.” But, that tiny pack meant freedom, and flexibility. So I 

walked for days in Austria, sometimes through pristine, gaily painted villages, sometimes in the 

forested hills: my only enemies were loneliness, and rain.  

 

Finally, at the Yugoslav border, I was picked up by a young French couple. They seemed 

happy to have me along, but were sure taking their time. We‟d stop at motorway hotels, where 

they rented a room for the night, while I slept outside. Often they wouldn‟t reappear until noon 

the next day. Can‟t imagine why they hung about in hotel rooms, when there was so much 

beautiful countryside to see. At times, the waiting was tedious, but a ride was a ride, and 

Greece a long way away. Most stops were in the countryside. I would sit in a quiet place, just 

waiting, and damn it if the locals didn‟t start bringing me food. Tons of fruit and veg, but also 



 74 

canned food, matches and candles, even money! I was truly embarrassed. These peasants saw a 

skinny wretch, a long way from home, alone and tired, and they wanted to help. I‟ve never 

encountered, anywhere, a kinder or more generous people. Many died in the ethnic wars, which 

later swept their lands.  

 

The French couple, with me stuffed into the back seat of the car, eventually reached the Greek 

border. Nice as they were, I‟d had enough of their hospitality: they never stopped smoking. My 

body was poisoned and desperately in need of fresh air and exercise. They must have been 

surprised when I got out and said I‟d walk across Greece.  It wasn‟t that far, but I hadn‟t 

counted on the searing heat of a Greek summer. Mercifully, after two torturous days, a coach 

load of Greek holiday-makers insisted that I climb on board. Couldn‟t sort out where they were 

going, but anything was better than this. Turned out to be the coast, near Thessaloniki, exactly 

what I wanted!  

 

This was nice. Went for a long walk by the sea, jumping in whenever I got too hot. I was 

looking for a certain police chief, who might issue me with a permit to visit Athos, where there 

were no women or even female animals. Sounded like the kind of place to have a gay old time. 

Alas, the police chief was on holiday, and not due back for a “week or two”, so, back to the 

main road. Then, who should pull up but the French couple I‟d left, four days before. They 

bought me a meal, and put me on the road to Istanbul. Fifteen minutes later, I had a ride to 

Tehran!  

 

My two benefactors were French junkies, heading for Iran to sell their car.  They intended to 

spend the proceeds on heroin, and slowly tick over, with no exit strategy other than a pine box. 

Iran had very high import duties on automobiles, so it was possible to sell any old banger for 

good money. Your passport, however, would record that you entered the country in a car, and 

you needed it in order to get out. So junkies collected in Tehran, like sludge at the bottom of a 

cesspool. I later learned a great deal more, both about car smuggling, and junkies.  

 

Amazingly, these two guys, on a suicide mission to nowhere, were damn picky. They got 

furious, because I used the personal pronoun vous rather than tu, so I had to polish my French. 

The back seat of the car was littered with French pornographic comics. These covered topics 

which, for some reason, had been omitted from my high-school education.  

 

O yes, another thing. They insisted on having just the right salad dressing. Bullied me into 

scouring the shops for mustard, vinegar, and oil. “We can‟t have a salad without dressing.” 

They were heading out east to slowly die, and would soon be eating stale bread and leftover 

rice, but “had to have salad dressing”. Rode with them for days: As I‟ve said before, a ride‟s a 

ride.  

 

The French junkies had to stop in Istanbul for a few days, so I shared a cheap hotel room, with 

three other freaks. This was my first proper accommodation in ages. From Munich to Istanbul, 

I‟d slept outside.  

 

Today, when I tell these stories, my friends are amazed, that I slept so many nights under the 

stars. But I‟ll tell you what, it‟s usually much safer, and often more comfortable. No lice or 

bedbugs, fresh cool air and a wonderful sky. If a farmer finds you, he‟s going to be curious, and 

probably helpful. In the hotels, you‟re a target. It‟s difficult to protect yourself from random 

accidents.  

 

Turkey‟s prisons were notorious, so it was no place to mess about with dope. But the three 

guys, in my hotel room, smoked like they were in an Amsterdam café, ignoring the risks: that‟s 

the nature of addiction. Not a lot I could do but take my chances with them: you get snared in 

other people‟s lunacy. It was a relief, when the junkies finally hit the road, and I could once 

more settle down with the French comics. 
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Long journeys are always a roller coaster ride. Somewhere east of Ankara, gasoline became 

unavailable. No one knew anything definite, but most thought it‟d be a two or three day wait, 

so I decided to hike back, away from the road, and sleep in a cool, quiet, coniferous wood. 

When I returned the next morning, my ride was gone: so much for the petrol shortage. Then, a 

small Turkish van, loaded with young men, picked me up. I had no idea how far they were 

going, but the ride soon turned unpleasant. They kept asking me for money, and eventually 

threw me out. Must have been a taxi, but taxis, I don‟t take. Then a Turkish businessman, going 

to Tehran, came along. This would have been great, but in eastern Turkey, a stone flew up and 

took out his windscreen. He cried, I cried, we cried.  

 

As dusk begins to fall, I‟m standing alone, in the middle, of the middle of nowhere. A Turk pulls 

up and gets out, waving wildly. “No, no, no!” Which were indeed, my thoughts exactly. He 

forces me into a small, windowless, concrete building, and locks the door. Not many options 

here so I settle down to some bread and cheese, and wonder about a place to pee. In the 

morning, the same man arrives, unlocks the door, lets me out and is off.  

 

He was protecting me from something? Most of the time, on a journey like this, you don‟t 

know what‟s happening, and if you think you do, you‟re usually wrong. 

-------------------------------------------- 

 

I waited, by the side of the road, throughout the morning. Didn‟t put out my thumb cause there 

wasn‟t any traffic, nothing. Then, along came a line of seven nice new cars, more or less all the 

same, except different colors. Looked like an expensive remake of „The Italian Job‟. A young 

German, in the last car, invited me to climb in. He was a heck of a nice guy, and taking quite a 

risk. This was large scale, organized, car smuggling. „Mr. Big‟, was an Iranian, travelling in the 

lead car. He shuttled back and forth between Iran and Germany, with what must have been, an 

awful lot of cash. Germans, all young from what I could see, bought cars with his money, and 

drove them to Teheran. „Mr. Big‟ would then sell them on the Iranian black market, at a huge 

profit, circumventing excessive import duties. The Germans would fly back from Tehran, using 

doctored passports. There had to be a string of bribed officials, stretching over thousands of 

miles. Everyone was jumpy. A lot of money was involved, and there was nothing to choose 

between Iranian and Turkish prisons. The Iranian boss, a nasty little shit of a man, held the 

Germans‟ passports, but not mine. He wanted to get rid of me, but the young people stood up to 

him: they were holding his cars. I was well out of my depth, inching past multiple layers of 

bribed customs officials. It was slow, and uncomfortable, but hey, have I said this before, „A 

ride‟s a ride‟. In Tehran, my driver apologized, but said I couldn‟t stay at his place. There was 

always the chance of a double-cross, and no one had any control over me. So, in the middle of 

the night, lost, alone and worried, I was dumped on the streets of Tehran. 

 

In potentially hostile territory, it‟s safer to approach someone, than wait to be approached. This 

vast commercial district was dark, and nearly deserted. My destination, the hotel „Amir Kabir‟ 

might be ten or fifteen miles away.  

 

A small, harmless looking man, walks along the street towards me. I ask for directions to the 

Kabir, but instead he offers me a place for the night. We‟re using simple sign language. Sleep 

and food are pretty basic, but before the night‟s out, he‟ll ask me to fulfil another basic human 

need. I have an uneasy feeling about this, but hanging about on the streets is not an option. He 

has a rather nice flat above a car showroom. I would like to tell him about my experience in the 

automotive import business, but he‟s busy rolling out his sleeping mat, and indicates where I 

should put mine: rather too close to him, considering it‟s such a large room. Cutting to the 

chase he produces a pile of Iranian money, and offers it for sex: just once, he assures me. Of 

coarse I‟m indignant, pack my bags and leave. Er … well, not quite. What I actually do is 

mentally convert the Iranian notes into Pounds Sterling. It wasn‟t enough to cause me to even 
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think it over. I indignantly begin to roll my sleeping-bag, but he relents, as I suspected he 

would. Had a peaceful night‟s sleep, but the morning is awkward: we are both embarrassed.  

 

-------------------------------------------- 

 

What would I have done, had it been £50? Good question, but to put things into perspective, I 

had only spent £20 since leaving Wales. Furthermore, we all know couples who endure years in 

relationships that are less honest than what was happening on that first night in Tehran. 

 

It‟s lucky that I didn‟t find the Amir Kabir the night before. The place was packed, and 

travelers slept in a parking lot behind the hotel. Some were robbed in the night. It was a 

professional job: sleeping bags slit, money and passports removed. You woke up to find your 

holiday over. I had fond memories of the Kabir, from my first overland journey, and tried hard 

to get a room. Couldn‟t. In fact, there wasn‟t a room anywhere: hotel after hotel turned me 

away.  

-------------------------------------------- 

 

This hotel is no different than the others. But it is night now, and I‟m not leaving. “I‟ll sleep on 

the floor, on the roof, anywhere, but I‟m not going.” It was like the Indian train: they would 

have to throw me out. Finally, the desk clerk says, “OK, you want a room, I‟ll give you one”. 

There‟s something ominous about the way he says this. The room‟s dimly lit with rows of cots 

along two walls. It‟s a warehouse for terminal junkies. I talk with the man beside me, while he 

jacks up. He‟s remarkably philosophical, and accepting of his situation. Life has come down to 

one simple fact: he needs junk. The night is chaotic. Lights flick on and off: young men scream, 

moan, and thrash about. A few lie very still. I am exhausted and desperate for sleep: my mind 

awash with disjointed, dream-like images. The next morning, I‟m hitching south, towards 

Esfahan: I‟ve seen all I want to see of Tehran, this time round. 

-------------------------------------------- 

 

Here‟s a clipping taken from The Sunday Times, Jan. 1972 

  

…. Morris, aged 24, found dead in a cheap Kabul hotel, a needle of morphine still in his arm. 

…. He‟s the ninth British traveler to die in the last eight weeks 

…. His room cost 50p a night, a meal 3p 

…. He was waiting for money from England 

…. Waiting for letters is a preoccupation of most of the hippie residents of Kabul 

…. Joe was quite polite, but terribly thin. “He just didn‟t care any more” 

…. His body was discovered by the Afghan postman, trying to deliver his letter. 

-------------------------------------------- 

 

Was I having a good time? Well no, definitely not! On a budget like mine, one is usually tired, 

hungry and alone. On the other hand, it was a fantastically rich and varied adventure. Each day 

was a challenge: a new country, new people, new language, new culture, new dangers. My life 

had always been desperately difficult and lonely: at least now, this was a battlefield of my own 

choosing. Over the years I became strong, insightful, and resilient. I‟ve stood on a teeming 

Delhi street and felt more at home than anywhere else on earth: looked into the eyes of a beggar 

as he prepared for the night, and shared a common humanity. India was drawing me towards 

her, the privations didn‟t matter. 

-------------------------------------------- 

 

I hitched into southern Iran in order to avoid Afghanistan and cross directly into Pakistan. No 

one did this, so it seemed like a good idea. Got a brilliant ride from Tehran to Esfahan, in an 

air-conditioned limousine, but then my luck ran out. In the desert, east of Esfahan, I collapsed 

from heatstroke. Just made it to the shelter of a spindly tree and waited for the cool of evening. 

It would have been foolish to carry on hitching. The desert was vast, unforgiving, and empty. 
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Got a coach to somewhere, and eventually connected with the „Smugglers Train to Quetta‟. I 

traveled without a map, so can‟t say for sure where this train left from.  Anyway, here I was, 

wherever that was. 

 

This town is a smear on the desert: if the station exists, I‟ve missed it. The train, a jumble of 

ancient rolling stock, leaves Wednesday, or perhaps Thursday. It‟s just plain silly to ask what 

time, and anyway, who do I ask?  Eventually, the train fills with a peculiar collection of Iranian 

and Pakistani passengers, riding in everything from First to Z Class. I share a „very 

comfortable‟ boxcar with maybe ten others. No seats, but there are huge piles of luggage into 

which we burrow. Practically everyone on this train is a smuggler. Pakistan has huge tariffs on 

most Iranian goods. I can legally pay for my journey, by carrying ten plastic water bottles to 

Lahore, but that‟s not for me, it‟s too complicated. Finally, we begin to roll, slowly, very 

slowly. The days and nights grind by as we make hundreds of seemingly pointless stops. 

Passengers get on, off, then on again: luggage is constantly shifted from one place to another. 

We‟re playing „musical boxcars‟, but I don‟t know the rules.  

 

There are many checkpoints along the way. At these, all hell breaks loose. A swarm of 

motorbikes pulls up along side, and passengers begin leaping off with their luggage, bouncing 

in the dust. Then, they‟re onto the bikes, and away into the desert. Custom officials get on, poke 

about for a while, and leave. Sometime later, the missing passengers return on the motorbikes, 

and reboard the train. This new game is called, „Leapfroging The Border‟. Versions of this „On 

The Train, Off The Train‟ continue for another day. There are „secret‟ panels which 

passengers unscrew at appropriate times. The customs officials know about these, but by a 

strange twist of fate, always check them, after they‟ve been emptied. The joke is that nothing 

much of value is being carried. Any drugs will be on the return journey. Everyone finally settles 

down, as the checkpoints are past.  

 

„Settles down‟ is an understatement. There‟s been about four drops of rain, but apparently the 

tracks are unsafe, and in places washed away. We crawl slowly on, sometimes stopping, often 

for hours, once for nearly a day! My food has run out. I‟m sitting by the side of the train, when 

bloody hell, it pulls away without me. Not to worry, this is the „Quetta Express‟; I could catch it 

on crutches. Climb into a first class carriage. These people have food! I try to charm them, but 

it‟s no go and they ask me to leave when the train stops. Somewhere, while bouncing about, 

from car to car, I meet Naqi Malik, a Pakistani businessman. He invites me to stay at his home, 

in Lahore. This chance encounter will catapult me into a series of adventures. 

 

At last, we reached Quetta. It took four days to cover three hundred miles. Probably cost a quid.  

 

Pakistan is never a barrel of laughs, but Quetta‟s gotta be „The Capital of Grim‟. Dusty, sun-

baked streets, Spartan concrete buildings, stony faced men, who haven‟t smiled since Eve bit 

the apple. Probably wouldn‟t smile, if she ran up naked and kissed them. It‟s a lot like Eastern 

Turkey, but worse. Everywhere, I feel menaced. These guys are playing for keeps. Arms and 

drugs flow through this region, east, west and north. The central government, in Karachi, is a 

distant rumor.  
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Western traveller shares a mirthful moment with two of Quetta’s street traders 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I leave for Lahore, in a hurry. 

 

In Lahore, Mr. Malik offered to put me up in a good hotel, but even though it was his money, I 

chose a dive. I was sitting with another traveler when a member of the hotel staff interrupted 

us. He needed to borrow 10 Rupees, in order to make the correct change for one of the Hotel 

guests. Amparo, my Mexican tutor, tapped me on the shoulder, just as my friend was reaching 

for his money. “Don‟t”, I said, “you‟ll never see it again.” Instantly, the hustler went ape shit, 

spitting and turning viscous. “I can buy the fucking police, I got a fucking gun.” He was 

remarkably similar to the smack dealer I‟d fingered in Chelsea. Almost used the same words. 

The hotel certainly didn‟t employ this guy, but was probably taking a slice of the action. One 

could get into a mess of trouble, for the sake of 50p. 

 

Naqi took me on a tour of Lahore‟s gardens and temples, where he bought me ice-cream, and 

spoke about the beauty of the Koran.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 79 

 

He was a perfect host, and recommended that I take a „nice little hike‟ into northern Pakistan, 

while waiting for the rains to end in India. It was a walk that turned out to be, not so „little‟, or 

so „nice‟.  

 

I took public transport from Lahore, to Dir, in the „North West Frontier. Here busses and trains 

came to an abrupt end, and the road petered out to a track rising steeply into the mountains. 

What on earth was I doing? It was 55 miles, up over a high mountain pass, to Chitral. One thing 

for sure, I wouldn‟t be bothered by any armchair tourists. There was a Jeep that did the run 

every few days, but I saw the freaks who took it. They passed me looking bloodied and bruised, 

battered by the deeply rutted track. Better to walk. Sixteen miles a day, for four days, easy.  

 

Alas, this wasn‟t the Welsh hills.  Practically no green anywhere. Nothing but stark mountains, 

rock and sand. You walk five miles, and everything looks pretty much the same. Then, you do 

it again. Two thousand feet below the top, I did encounter an army camp. The soldiers were 

digging a tunnel, which would make possible a proper road. They‟d been at it for a year, and 

had gone about five feet! What were they digging with, toothbrushes? 

 

Late in the afternoon, on the second day, I reached the summit, exhausted, and very short of 

breath, having climbed the last 1,000 feet in many stages, resting long and often. The cold night 

came quickly, but there was a crude hut, and something that may have been food. In the 

morning, I emerged from my shelter, with high hopes. Downhill all the way, it‟s gotta be 

easier. But, looking north, my heart sank. Before me, a series of bleak mountain ranges, 

endlessly stretching to an impossibly distant horizon.  

 

It wasn’t downhill all the way, but forty miles of up and down. 

 

 

I felt like Frodo, trudging into Mordor. 

 

 

Come late afternoon, I‟d walked my target of 16 miles. Needed to rest, and find a safe place to 

sleep. On my left, dropping off steeply from the road, was a narrow river valley, marked here 

and there with patches of green. To my tired body and soul, it looked like heaven.  

 

Below, on a broad flat bolder, an old man prays. When he finishes, I scamper down a ragged 

goat trail, and take his place, anxious to catch the last rays of the sun. Begin to meditate, when 

a young man calls from high above. He‟s standing on the road, waving an arm, and 

yelling,“Jow, jow”.  In Pakistan, you learn the word for „go‟, pretty early on, but I wasn‟t 

going anywhere. It would have meant climbing up to the road, and searching for another place. 
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I was too damn tired, and night was falling. Turned my back, and began again to meditate 

when, zip, something whistled passed my ear. He had a catapult, and was firing down at me. 

The rocks were whistling by like bullets: any one of them could have badly injured, or even 

killed me. I slid over the edge of the boulder and hunkered down. It always worked for „The 

Lone Ranger‟. His rocks kept coming, but were zinging harmlessly by: I didn‟t want to be in 

this movie, but it was exciting. It‟s funny how things could flip so quickly from dead boring, to 

maybe just plain dead. When the firing stops, I expect him to come down, but he doesn‟t.  

Mr.„Hot Shot‟ is not going to chance a level playing field. I spread my sleeping bag on a patch 

of grass, have a bite to eat, and, very tired, fall asleep. But, just before oblivion, a little voice 

warns me to be ready to move in a hurry. I memorize my surroundings, and the exact location 

of shoes, passport and pack. Then, the curtain falls. 

 

Couldn‟t have been much later that something wakes me: perhaps voices. A line of lights is 

snaking down the ravine. This „movie‟ just keeps getting better. Very quickly, I gather my kit, 

and staying low, crawl off into a field of grain. They find the place where I was sleeping, and 

begin to sweep the surroundings with their torches. “Come out little English man, take tea.” 

No chance guys, you gotta come in after me. Even at ten to one, they ain‟t going to risk it, and 

soon they‟re gone. I go back, sleep „til the early morning, then split. Don‟t see a soul. 

 

 

 

Wait a minute, there‟s something familiar about this last story. Didn‟t I run from the Federales 

in Santa Cruz? And what about the cops in Laguna, with me hiding, stuffed into a crevice, over 

the sea? And, then again, cowering behind a classroom door, when Connor returns to our 

school at night. In fact, as kids, we ran versions of this story every few weeks. Guess I was 

setting the stage, and at least partly directing the play. Question is, „Would I ever tire of the 

drama? 

 

-------------------------------------------- 

 

Here‟s a bit of advice. Don‟t go hiking in Pakistan during Ramadan. In the day, you can‟t buy a 

cup of tea, let alone food. And the men, never cheery at the best of times, are bloody miserable, 
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when fasting. Not a woman to be seen: probably all looking for a deep ravine to toss 

themselves into.  

 

At the end of the next day, and another sixteen miles, I arrived at a rickety Guest House, 

clinging precariously to the mountainside. Yippee, food and rest, or so I thought. But nope, 

nothing to eat or drink, until after sunset. I couldn‟t wait, so rented a small room and fell 

instantly asleep. 

 

Not long after, I wake to a violent beating of wings: the room‟s full of dust, and the strong 

smell of something, which I can‟t place. After a few minutes, the door opens, and then 

everything‟s quiet. Half an hour later, the same thing happens, again. I know now that they‟ve 

thrown a headless chicken into my room, but am too tired to do anything about it. The strange 

smell is blood. Can only hope that it will stop, and once again, fall back to sleep. Twice more 

this happens before, in a stupor, I get up. Tea‟s being served.  

 

With a scalding mug in my hands, I spot a lad, about nineteen, grinning. This is the asshole 

who‟s been chucking the chickens in. He‟s going to get my mug of tea, right in the face. It‟s not 

rational, but I don‟t care. One of the older men sees trouble coming, steps in, and defuses the 

situation. Perhaps he saves my life, but why the fuck didn‟t anyone stop the kid earlier? The 

men are laughing now, high on caffeine and sugar. They won‟t sell me a second cup of tea: 

Apparently there are strict limits on just how good one is allowed to feel. Finally get to sleep, 

but without eating.  

 

In many areas, Islam has evolved into a barbaric religion. The men are miserable and 

presumably the women also. They‟re locked into a system which no one benefits from. Many 

look longingly to the West, and are desperate for change.  

 

The next day‟s hiking was much the same as before, although more green appeared in the 

valleys. It‟s surprising how, after days of gray and black, a splash of color can lift the spirits.   

 

 

 

 

Passed through different tribal areas, which periodically fought each other. Although many of 

the men were heavily armed, I felt perfectly safe. They had other, serious problems to deal 

with.  

 

At the day‟s end, I found myself sitting on the edge of a rope bed, sipping tea, and longing for 

sleep. This rest house consisted of maybe eight beds and a kitchen, all sheltered under a low 

flat roof, with no walls. These men were taciturn, but not hostile. Trouble is, I was quoted a 
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ridiculous price for the bed, probably the order of 50p. Knew perfectly well what things cost, 

and this was way too high. The owner could see how tired I was, and thought he had me. 

Finally, after fruitless bartering, I dragged myself up, out the door, into a nearby field. The 

previous two nights had taught me that there wasn‟t a lot to choose between sleeping inside or 

outside.   

 

My heart began to swell with pride as I drew, ever closer, to Chitral. A Jeep, stuffed with 

freaks, pulled up and offered me a ride. Turned it down. Had been alone for five days on the 

road and wanted to walk in under my own steam. Chitral was fantastic: in a class of its own. 

Imagine Dodge City transported to the rugged mountains of Pakistan. Half expected Wyatt 

Earp to ask for my gun, as I passed through the „Triple Bar Gate‟. A few determined travelers 

made it here, but there were no vehicles. Only Heart, in Afghanistan, and Dharamsala, in India, 

came close to this, and both were fast disappearing under a tide of tourism. Told the young 

people, in my hotel, that I‟d walked in. Probably, no one believed me: certainly, no one else 

had done it.  

 

As a destination, Chitral was great: as a place to stay, limited. The careful reader will know that 

I wasn‟t that keen on Islam, and Chitral was full of Muslims.  

 

Some of the freaks I met had lost the plot, and would be flying out of Lahore, care of Her 

Majesty‟s Government. I spent an afternoon with five of them. Two had hepatitis. They were 

all sharing food, and passing joints around. Decided to get clear of what looked like an 

unhealthy environment. Kafiristan was only 14 miles away. After what I‟d already done, this 

seemed like a stroll in the park. The Kafirs were given their name because they didn‟t believe 

in Allah. Great, I‟d had enough of believers.  

 

Once again, bear in mind that I traveled without a clear picture of where I was, or what I might 

expect to find. Certainly, the culture and history of the Kafirs was unknown to me. Somebody 

said, “go there”, so I did.  

 

At the end of the first day‟s hiking, I arrived at a pleasant, very comfortable „Rest House‟, 

tucked among green hills. The food was good, and the workers friendly and helpful.  

 

That evening, I felt the grandeur of our planet, ceaselessly turning its face to the sun. 

 

Muslims are called to prayer at sunset. The muezzin, from his minaret, sees the sun setting, and 

calls to the faithful. Twenty miles west, the sun hasn‟t yet set. This muezzin waits a few 

minutes, then he too cries out. High in the mountains, I was able to sit and listen, as the call to 

prayer passed in a linked chain, east to west across the land.  

 

There must have been a time when this organic process united the Islamic world for thousands 

of miles.  
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Man, God, and the Earth as one. 

 

 

---------------------------------------- 

 

The next morning, the „Grim Reaper‟ takes a swing at me, and misses. 

 

Alone, I‟m walking along a narrow ledge, cut into the steep face of a mountain. A silver-blue 

river winds far below. Over my shoulder, I just glimpse a dark, moving shape. A large black 

snake, two inches thick and six feet long, lands behind me with a heavy thud, then shoots off 

over the path edge. One second earlier, and it would have landed on me! It‟s a close call, but 

nothing to get excited about. A lot has happened in the last seven days:  

 

Wikepedia informs me that trekking is still a risky business in this area:  

 

“Almost every year, a few tourists are killed while hiking around Chitral. Often, they fall into 

deep crevasses and their bodies are never found.” 

 

Well, I did make it to the next village and was once again, desperately in need of rest. By now, 

the reader will anticipate that my hopes would be cruelly dashed. But this was Kafiristan. For 

reasons best known to Himself, God smiles on pagans. Except for one „fart filled night‟, this 

little detour turned out to be a pleasant recovery period. Walking into the first valley was like 

passing from winter into spring. You‟re not going to believe this, but „the hills were alive, with 

the sound of music‟. Brightly dressed women walked by, playing flutes and smiling. 

Accommodation was inexpensive and the food wholesome. I stayed with the village chief, who 

rented out a few small rooms. He spoke good English, and described what it was like to live, 

completely surrounded by an Islamic culture. His words hissed out, as though he were 

describing a poisonous snake. But he was caught in a trap. Any hope of raising his standard of 

living meant converting. He could stay where he was, and remain poor and isolated, or move 

out and work in a more prosperous area. During the winter, life would be very hard in these 
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valleys. The houses were primitive, the interiors coated with layers of soot from the simple 

cooking fires.  So it would have been a tough choice, converting to Islam, or spending long 

winters in Kafiristan. Talk about a rock, and a hard place. 

-------------------------------------------- 

 

I didn‟t want to share a small room with two other freaks, so asked the chief if I might sleep on 

the roof. He said yes, but there was something peculiar in the way he said it.  Anyway, up I 

went. Just me, a brilliant star lit sky, and eight goats. For the rest of the night, I was treated to a 

hurricane of farts and belches. Look no further, for the cause of global warming. The goats kept 

me warm, and that‟s for sure. The next night, I slept with the freaks, which really wasn‟t much 

of an improvement.  

 

The following demonstrates what a vast cultural gulf separates Kafirs and Muslims. 

 

I‟m exploring a small cemetery on the edge of the village. The ground is solid rock; impossible 

to dig, so the coffins are simply left on the surface. Most have no lids. The bodies are dry as 

dust. In many cases not even bones remain: birds and animals have carried them away. There 

are only a few scraps of cloth, and scattered everywhere, thousands of colored beads. I feel no 

sense of reverence. This place is purely functional. Reaching in beside one of the newer 

corpses, I select several large beads, and put them into my pocket. Two young women have 

been watching me. They laugh and smile, before walking away. Whatever taboos there are, I 

haven‟t found them. 

 

 

 

 

I assumed that this way of life was repeated many times over, throughout Northern Pakistan. In 

fact, I was looking at the last tiny remains of a once large and flourishing culture, now driven 

almost to extinction. Would have stayed longer and learned more, had I realized how unique 

these people were. 
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Wikipedia  Kafiristan was invaded several times and eventually its cultural identity became 

degraded. As Islam was imposed priests were killed, religious sites burned, and young boys 

kidnapped and conscripted. A few hundred Kafirs fled across the border into Chitral.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

------------------------------------- 

 

I recall nothing of the sixty-mile walk back to Dir. It‟s often the case that you remember the 

outbound journey in detail, but not the return. Somewhere I bought a few ounces of hash, to 

carry over the border into India. Gotta give that man a prize, for being just plain stupid. In 

Istanbul, I couldn‟t believe the risks that some freaks took, and here I was, sticking my neck 

way out, and for no good reason. Wasn‟t as though there was a shortage of dope in India. 

Almost got me busted, twice.  

 

I‟m slumped in a corner, on a train, heading towards Lahore. This isn‟t sleep, but fatigue 

induced delirium. At a small mountain station, a young soldier gets on, and searches my pack. 

He soon finds the hash, but only gives me a stern warning, and returns it. I was skating very 

close to the edge, and should have read the danger signs, but didn‟t. 

 

I traveled from Lahore to the Indian border, with a young English lad. He told me that security 

at this crossing was very tight: one of the customs officials was legendary for his ability to 

sense when someone was carrying. Well, as you know, I like a challenge. Took my hash, 

wrapped it well, and taped it to the back of my knee. This „hot shot‟ official was dealing with a 

pro. Trouble is, I‟d rolled a joint the night before, and left it in my pocket.  

 

It‟s quickly discovered, and then, the game really gets interesting. He‟s not concerned about a 

single joint, but looks me in the face, and says words to this effect. “Tell me if you‟ve got 

anything else. If you do, I‟ll let you go. If you don‟t, and I find something, you‟ll go to jail. 

There are a lot of things to weigh up here. If I tell him, will he really let me go? And anyway, 

how good is he?… Well, I am about to find out…. 
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Chapter 5 

 

Indian Adventures   

 

Decide to take him on, and say nothing about the hash taped to the back of my knee. 

 

Turns out this guy is good, but so am I. Slowly, in a smooth, measured way, his hands pass over 

my body, never quite touching me. He‟s looking for the tiniest flinch. I know this, and summon 

every ounce of concentration, remaining calm, as his fingers pass very close to the hash. It‟s a 

brilliant duel, which I win, but by the tiniest of margins. Can‟t help but admire this guy: would 

love to sit down in the evening, and talk things over. But I‟ve a border to cross, and he has 

bigger fish to fry. I‟m free. 

 

Better pause here, because I‟ve left out something important. Remember the English lad I was 

travelling with? Well, he was standing beside me when the joint was discovered, and 

intervened on my behalf. 

 

“Look at this man”, he said, “You don‟t want to lock him up”.  

 

The kid was a Vipassana meditator, and I was on my way to India, to study this very technique. 

I leave it to you: was it the „Hand of God‟ or just co-incidence?  

 

Because of the 1971 war, the border between India and Pakistan was closed to trucks and 

trains, but vast quantities of food and material still passed between the two countries.  

 

Long lines of bearers, dressed in brilliant uniforms of red and blue, carried everything, across a 

kilometer wide buffer zone. Alone, I walked towards India, caught up and carried between 

rivers of toiling men. For whatever reason, the scene was pervaded with an eary silence. One 

heard only a low background murmur and the shuffle of a thousand feet in the dust. It was 

impressive, and utterly pointless. Trucks were unloaded, goods carried a kilometer, loaded onto 

other trucks, driven away. Ditto, in the reverse direction.  
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Well, at least they’d stopped killing each other. 

 

 

 

Now, here I was in India, about to resume my spiritual quest, but not quite ready to ditch the 

hash.  

-------------------------------------------------------- 

 

After leaving the border, I went straight to Dharamsala, in Northern India, intending to study 

Indian Classical Vocals. Two hours after arriving, I met a friend. This came as quite a shock as 

I was a heck of a long way from Wales. But still, these „chance‟ encounters do happen.  

 

I stop in at the Tibetan library, just above Dharamsala. A senior, and much revered Lama, is 

giving an oppressively dull lecture. He doesn‟t speak English, and the monk translating for him 

is doing his best to put us all to sleep. The room‟s packed with devotees, dribbling in rapture, 

as the great man speaks. I‟m struggling to stay awake, and wonder if they‟ll serve tea and 

biscuits at the end of the talk.  

 

Alas, this isn‟t going to happen, so I prepare to make a break for it. Then a round faced man, 

with a shaven head, approaches. He looks me in the eyes, and speaks my name. I‟m 

dumbfounded: and then the penny drops. It‟s John, a workmate from Wales. Six weeks ago, we 

had said our goodbyes. 

 

Without thinking, I shout out, “Holy Shit John, it‟s you!” At this, we get a load of disapproving 

stares from the faithful: I‟m sure „His Holyness‟ would have loved to know what was going on, 

but for some reason, no one bothered to translate my outburst. John looked around for the 

nearest rock to crawl under. After that day I didn‟t see him again. Could it be that he was 

avoiding me? 

 

This meeting wasn‟t really that much of a co-incidence. Had spent a lot of time telling 

everyone what a great place India was. Talked two of the diggers, John and Robert, into going 

east. Said that Dharamsala was a good starting point. In my youth, I was forever telling people 
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how to live their lives. These days, I try to keep my mouth shut. Lord knows how many corpses 

litter the path that I‟ve forged through life. 

 

 

I found a room high above Daramsala. Just a small concrete box, in a line of other concrete 

boxes, but the door was secure and the rent low. Cooked on a small paraffin stove and got my 

water from a standpipe out front. Wasn‟t much, but many of the Tibetan refugees, living below, 

had less. At night, I‟d walk past their primitive shelters, and hear someone coughing in almost 

every home.  

 

 

 

Tuberculosis was endemic. 
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Westerners, including myself, gave a lot of money to the poorer Tibetans. The difficult thing, 

about living in India, isn‟t the heat, disease or chaos: it is having so much, when many around 

you, have nothing. Every morning, on my way down for tea and cakes, I passed by a line of 

lepers, the stumps of their hands out, begging for a few pisa. 

 

Now, don‟t get me wrong, I didn‟t wake up every morning worrying about „the poor lepers‟. I 

was reasonably comfortable, and my life interesting and productive.  

-------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Tibetans are a remarkable people: cheery, friendly and compassionate. I‟d dearly like to 

understand how their religion and culture fosters such qualities. From the outside, Tibetan 

Buddhism appears a „mish-mash‟ of superstition and ritual. However, something about it must 

be helpful, and even transformative. Let me describe one magical encounter. 

 

I‟m climbing down a long, steep path. An old monk, toiling upwards, stops before me, and we 

greet each other. Neither of us speaks, yet in a few short moments, much is said. He looks at me 

and understands fully, the struggle that my life has been. There is joyous goodwill, and a few 

tears flowing between us. Separated by age, culture and geography, we share a common 

humanity. This encounter illuminates the remainder of my day. 

 

Here‟s another meeting. Perhaps not on such an elevated plain, but equally memorable. 

 

I‟m sitting on a rush mat, preparing the evening meal, which is a vegetable and lentil stew. No 

one passes at this time of the day so it‟s quiet and very still: a single candle is casting a soft 

glow. I‟m at peace, and in no hurry. In these last remaining hours of the day, nothing will 

happen. But then, there‟s a visitor. A mouse appears in the corner of the room, and heads for 

the stew, which is sitting on the floor, cooling. He climbs to the pot‟s rim, leaps in, swims 

about, climbs out the other side, and goes on his way. I‟m left wondering if this really 

happened, and if so, has he done a wee in my stew? Nevermind, it‟s nice to have a visitor.   

 

The evening meal became a ritual. As usual, I lived on a tight budget, but allowed myself to 

splash out once a week, on a couple of pats of butter. The girls next door couldn‟t pass up an 

invitation to supper, if buttered toast was on the menu. Life was simple, and enjoyable. 

 

Before long, I began vocal lessons in Dharamsala. Had a clear, strong voice, and good ears, but 

it was many months before I did anything, other than annoy the neighbors. My teacher, 

„Guruji‟, advised me to buy a harmonium, and use it to lock my voice into the Indian scale. 

Well, what did he know? The guy had only been teaching for the last thirty years. So, I insisted 

on a Tamboura. Guruji suggested a padded cloth case: So, instead I had a sturdy plywood box 

made. It was like lugging around a coffin, and certainly not much fun on the trains.  
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My first task was to master the Tamboura. Shouldn‟t have been difficult. Four strings, three 

tuned to the same note: how hard could it be? Turned out to be damn hard. Takes years to learn 

to properly tune the thing. On top of that, the strings must be caressed, not plucked. „She‟ only 

responds to a sensitive, loving hand. My fingers were tied in knots, fumbling like blocks of 

wood. Then, something happened. Make of it what you will. 

 

It‟s another evening. Just me, Mr. Mouse, and an hour‟s torturous practice. Do I imagine it, or 

are my neighbors returning later and later each night? It‟s awful, and I know it. May as well 

roll a joint: my practice can‟t get any worse.  So I get stoned, and then, for no reason, use my 

fingers in a different way. Immediately, my hand relaxes, and Tamboura‟s voice swells, filling 

the space around me, rising and falling, in ever expanding waves. For an hour I‟m transported. 

Mr. Mouse hurls himself from a high shelf onto the concrete floor, knowing he will never 

experience a more perfect ecstasy.  

 

Now, we‟ve all heard the story about the three guys who get loaded, and record what they think 

is an incredible jam session. The next morning, they played it back and it was crap. Well, I 

played for Guruji the following day, and he said, and I quote, “Tamboura is good”. And it was. 

In another three months my voice to begin to slot into place.  

 

Twice a week, I went down to Dharamsala for lessons. Guruji drank too much, but was a good 

teacher, and we got along well. It was great to be around his other students, most of whom were 

Indian. One of the young girls sang a Hindi love song for me, and I sang „Frogie Went A 

Courting” to her. This old American favorite transposes well to the Tambora, although my 

young admirer might well have wondered what on earth a frog was doing taking „Millie‟ to the 

cinema. She may indeed have wondered what a frog was.  

 

One of the older students suggested I learn more than two notes of the scale. Alas, there were 

only two notes on my Tamboura. Strictly speaking, this wasn‟t true: the instrument was alive 

with harmonics.  

 

Guruji hoped that, sooner or later, I would start to take my studies seriously. I thought that an 

hour‟s practice a day was quite enough. Even very moderate dope smoking can distort your 

judgement. An Indian student, in my position, would put in six or eight hours per day. 

 

One evening, when the cold winter nights were closing in on the mountains, Guruji invited me 

to supper. A young Sanyassin woman, a senior student, was a long term „guest‟ in his home. A 

Sanyassin renounces worldly pleasures including sex, and effectively lives a wandering, 

homeless life. Lila had the uniform right, but was otherwise pretty darned sensuous.  I 

wondered what my old teacher was up to. 

 

After supper, Lila meditates for a while, and then decides to sing and dance for us. Guruji gets 

out the harmonium, and Lila takes off her Sanyassin robes. Underneath, she is wearing white, 

quilted, thermal long-johns! With bells strapped to her wrists and ankles, she dances around 

the room, pounding out the rhythm with her feet. As after-dinner entertainment goes, this is a 

corker. Don‟t know where to look, or if I should be looking at all. She sings faster and faster, 

her voice spiraling ever higher. Finally, she hits one very high note. Guruji and Lila smile 

radiantly at each other: ecstatically, she leaps into his lap, and begins to hug and kiss him. He 

is clearly embarrassed, and turns various shades of red and purple. “I got my note”, she 

explains.  

 

I was in the right place, at the right time. As I prepared to go, Guruji bundled up warmly, put 

on a woolen hat, took his blankets, and snuggled down in bed, on the front porch. Even in the 

winter, he wasn‟t going to sleep under the same roof as a Sanyassin. 
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My music studies were underway, but I had also come to India to learn to meditate. My plans 

were clear, and well thought out. 

 

1) Study vocals in Dharamshala until the weather became too cold in the north. 

2) Go south, and do a Vipassana meditation course with S N Goenka 

3) Study vocals in Benares over the winter 

4) Return to study in Dharamshala in the spring 

 

The amazing thing is, that‟s exactly what happened. Along the way, my life changed 

completely.  

 

For many years, I had been collecting the names of prospective teachers 

 

 

The two girls next door, with whom I occasionally shared buttered toast, urged me to hurry and 

apply for the Christmas meditation course in Bodh Gaya. The cynics among you might well be 

thinking that they were simply hoping for a few peaceful evenings, free of my howling. This 

however wasn‟t the case, as they too were taking the train down south. 

 

On the long journey I travelled with a half dozen meditators, all heading for the same course. 

Didn‟t know them well, but they were good company, and seemed concerned about my well-

being. This was nice, as, since leaving Barmouth, I hadn‟t felt that anyone cared about me, one 

way or the other.  

 

In Bodh Gaya, we quickly settled into our accommodation. The „Burmese Bihara‟ was a walled 

compound, isolated from the swirl of activity, which engulfs you almost everywhere in India. 

The male „new students‟ slept in a large, barn like building, with straw on the floor for a 

mattress. My nearest neighbors, on either side, were no more than a foot away. Nevertheless, 

this was considerably more comfortable than what I had known, on the road to India. 

 

In the afternoon, I went up onto the roof, where a large tent, able to accommodate 200 

meditators, had been erected. The diffuse sunlight, filtering through the canvas, turned the 

carpet, cushions and blankets into a kaleidoscope of color. Like most new students, I was 

anxious, but initially had no concrete expectations. However, looking around the tent, I knew, 

with certainty, that something exceptional was going to happen.  

 

Came down from the roof, and had a look at the course timetable for the next 10 days. We were 

going to be meditating, with very few breaks, from 4:30 in the morning to 9:30 at night. 

Talking wasn‟t permitted and we were asked to avoid eye contact.   

 

On the evening of the first day, Goenka gave a short introductory talk, and then taught us a 

simple, yet demanding technique for developing our concentration. The previous seven years of 

drug taking didn‟t make the work any easier, but I persisted, and my concentration gradually 

improved.  Along the way, I was assailed by a barrage of monstrous physical and mental 

obstacles, but my determination was rock solid. Sitting in the Lotus Posture for ten hours a day, 
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was no problem. My biggest mistake was to consider the training a competition. Always 

thought of myself as being either ahead or behind, in some sort of race. Although I didn‟t know 

it at the time, my concentration was good enough to be getting on with the next phase.  

 

The real task began on the fourth day, when Goenka asked us to turn our attention to what was 

happening within the entire body. Later, I‟ll describe in detail the theory and practice of this 

technique, but here I want to emphasize only a few basic points. Firstly, nothing „spiritual‟ was 

happening. 

 

We looked at concrete realities, by using the body‟s internal sensors. Pain, itching, warmth, 

tension, that sort of thing. Simple as this sounds, all hell soon broke loose. An awful lot was 

going on, most of which I didn‟t like, and what I did like, I wasn‟t getting enough of. Day after 

day, I ploughed on, trying to achieve a hypothetical ideal state, while rejecting the physical 

reality actually present. I started out dissatisfied, became distressed, and ended up, on the 

seventh day, genuinely suicidal. I was making myself very unhappy. 

 

When I looked within my body, and found a sensation, I usually rejected it as boring, 

uninteresting or unpleasant. I would literally try to push it out of the way, or attempt to twist 

and mould it into something else. Do this for ten hours a day, and you create a lot of tension. 

Occasionally, I did come across internal rivers of pleasant sensations, but these didn‟t last long. 

When they went, I was disappointed, and spent a lot of time and misdirected energy, looking 

for them. This all added up to huge dissatisfaction, splitting headaches, and considerable 

physical pain. At least twenty times a day, Goenka gave the same simple instruction, “Just 

observe the reality of what is there, as it is”. On one level or another, we all ignored him. The 

mind is deeply conditioned to pursue pleasure and avoid unpleasantness. This discouraging 

mess would have continued for me, were it not for a particular feature of the technique. It 

generated, and then worked with, „real‟ physical pain. 

 

What follows explains in detail the Vipassana Meditation technique. You might be interested, 

or wish to skip it, and carry on with my own personal story. 

-------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Gather six Meditators together in a room, you‟ll get ten different versions of the truth. This is 

entirely understandable. Meditation is like groping through a dense forest in the middle of the 
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night, continually bumping into fallen trees and thickets of thorns, and there‟s little agreement 

about how to deal with the thorns. Dive right in, climb over, or skirt around? It‟s entirely a 

personal matter. There are pathways, some well trodden, others faint and looping about in the 

dark, but it‟s a long exhausting journey, which you walk alone. Fortunately, having taken a few 

steps in the right direction, the darkness begins to lift and it‟s just that little bit easier. So, here 

we go. At this point you‟ll need a walking stick, to steady your step and push aside the 

undergrowth. 

 

This walking stick is called Anapana. It is a mediation technique which helps one develop 

concentration.  Good concentration is needed, as the raw, untrained mind soon drifts off into 

thoughts and daydreams. Such a mind is incapable of subtle self-examination.  

 

When practicing Anapana, the student is asked to concentrate on the breathing process. What I 

hope to do here, is show why the breath is a suitable object to concentrate on. 

 

First, the breath is a concrete reality, and it‟s essential that the mind be trained to stay with what 

actually exists in the real world. Breathing is not a construct of the imagination. It is undeniably 

happening. Here, it‟s important to emphasize that one does not concentrate on the idea of 

breathing. There‟s no imagining energy flowing down into the lungs and spreading out through 

all parts of the body. There is no imagining of anything, whatsoever.  We observe the actual 

physical sensation as air enters and leaves the nostrils. We are interested only in what is real, 

and the touch of the breath is real. 

 

Better still, breathing is continuous. Because we wish to extend the duration of our 

concentration, we need an object which is always present. Happily, your breath is always with 

you. You watch the out-breath: you watch the pause. You watch the in-breath: Then you then 

watch the next cycle, and succeeding cycles for as long as possible. There is never an instant 

when the mind‟s attention can legitimately be somewhere else. 

 

As the concentration improves, the mind is tuned to observe ever more subtle physical effects 

of the breath upon the nostrils. In the beginning, cold air rushing in, warm air going out. Later, 

perhaps the delicate firing of a single neuron, as the breath gently passes over it. One develops 

continuity and subtlety of observation. 

 

In this practice, there must always be a strong element of equanimity. If we directed the mind 

to concentrate on creating an image of Jesus or the Buddha, then our concentration would 

become entangled with our emotions and desires. The touch of the breath is a safer object. And 

so, hopefully, we add equanimity to continuity and subtlety. 

 

Finally, and this is tricky, breathing is both automatic and controllable. It spans the gap 

between the unconscious and the conscious. It is difficult, when observing the breath, to let the 

body breath naturally. There is usually a tendency to restrict, or control it. Learning to let go of 

the breath helps us to observe other aspects of our mind and body, without intervention and 

distortion. 

 

And that‟s about it. By placing our consciousness at the nostrils we develop continuous 

observation, subtlety, equanimity, and the habit pattern of non-intervention. All of these 

qualities of the mind are essential. However, good concentration is not sufficient. The meditator 

can become addicted to the tranquility that often comes with a concentrated mind. It‟s tempting 

to think, “Well this is good enough, I‟ll stop here.” Trouble is, there are deeply buried 

problems, lying in wait, ready to cause chaos and suffering. 

 

In order to expose underlying problems, we turn our attention away from the nostrils to survey 

the entire body, from head to foot. Once again staying only with real physical sensations: 

progressing from the surface and gradually going deeper and deeper. This is Vipassana. In a 
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later track I‟ll explain in detail how Vipassana works, but for now, I‟d like to return to poor old 

me, stranded at Day-Seven of my first meditation course, feeling miserable.  

-------------------------------------------------------- 

 

As I said earlier, Goenka encouraged us to work with pain. Many students, and this included 

me, were all over the place, working very hard, but caught in a muddle, pursuing imaginary 

goals and running from reality. Pain was used to focus and anchor the mind. This wasn‟t some 

bizarre form of pointless self-flagellation, or a reparation for past sins. The end goal was 

freedom from suffering. 

 

Anyway, three times each day, we were asked to sit and meditate for an hour, without making 

the slightest change to our posture. These Determined Sittings were difficult for everyone, and 

that‟s putting it mildly. Our misdirected efforts, in meditation, created stresses, causing searing 

physical pains, in the knees, neck, back and hips. An hour without moving was torture. The 

exact nature of these pains varied from person to person, but in every case, there was no point 

in trying to wish them away. 

 

Goenka suggested that, instead of attempting to avoid the pain, we direct our attention towards 

it. We were asked to become curious, go into the heart of the pain, and discover its true 

physical nature. To do this successfully, one needed all of those qualities developed in the first 

three days: continuity, subtlety of observation, and equanimity.  

 

On the evening of the seventh day, using every available ounce of concentration and 

determination, I penetrated to the white-hot center of a searing pain in my hip. Suddenly, it 

vanished, and with it, the lower half of my body. I was tension-free, light and open. My 

headache was gone, along with all negative thoughts and emotions. The space within the tent 

was suffused with love, flowing in both directions, between Teacher and students. 

 

“Wait a minute” you say, this sounds suspiciously like any number of religious experiences. A 

The Lord Has Saved Me moment‟. Well, go back to the core of what I‟d discovered. „A certain 

type of pain‟ can be alleviated, if the sufferer pays close attention to it. This discovery was a 

useful tool, which I used in my struggles, over the remaining three days. I didn‟t need to fear 

pain. Almost automatically, my attention went to it. Unhelpful thoughts like, “Wish it would go 

away” didn‟t arise, or if they did, had little power over me. I was freed up to study more subtle 

aspects of the mind-body complex. However, one quick word of warning. If you hope to have a 

similar experience, forget it. From beginning to end, expectations only get in the way. 

 

For the final three days, I was on a roller coaster, riding waves of „pleasant‟ and „unpleasant‟ 

experiences. However, these words began to loose their conventional meanings. The essential 

feature of a „pleasant‟ experience was not that it pleased me. My mind moved in to examine it, 

and wasn‟t overly upset if it dissolved. Similarly, „unpleasant‟ sensations came and went. As 

my mind became more agile and accepting, the „good-bad‟ cycles were frequent, very intense, 

and transient.  

 

I worked hard to the end of the course and gained a certain insight into the following. 

 

First, and this was glaringly obvious after only a few hours, the mind is a pathetic, bumbling 

idiot. Most of the time it is „out to lunch‟, engaged in non-constructive thoughts and 

daydreams, and even when at home, it quarrels with reality. All of this creates stress. Happily, 

the mind can be retrained, but this is tricky, and requires great commitment. 

 

There is a route to peace, but it comes through personal effort. I felt, with a sense of loss, 

bordering on despair, that there was no power, or external entity to appeal to. It was up to me. 

This realization came as a surprise. Surely, I‟d slipped the traces of religion long ago? Well 

apparently not, God had been hanging around in the background, waiting to bail me out. 
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It was also obvious to me that drugs, of any sort, cannot be helpful. They condition the mind to 

live in an illusory world. On drugs one emphasizes the experience, rather than the relationship 

of the mind to the experience.  It was dead easy for me to stop using drugs. I just quit. 

 

After the course, many of us stayed to explore Bodh Gaya, with its many beautiful temples. We 

also had a lot of talking to catch up on, and wanted to share experiences. When I finally left the 

compound, something interesting happened on the short walk into town. 

 

During the meditation course, one of the nearby shops played Indian music over an outdoor 

speaker system. It went on all day, but wasn‟t a problem. Just blended in with the general 

hubbub, but it must have been impinging on my subconscious for ten days. As I walked into 

town, they were playing a record so I started singing along with the female vocalist. Effortless 

singing: in time, perfect pitch, intuitive feeling. I abandoned the Western tempered scale, and 

for the first time heard what Eastern music was all about. For a joyful twenty minutes, I played 

with this new toy. Then it was gone.  

 

Well, was this just a different version of the “Three stoned freaks, and their wonderful jam 

session”? Had I really learned to sing during the course? Didn‟t have a tape recorder, but later, 

I‟ll call an expert witness, to testify for me.  

 

In Bodh Gaya, there was a small group of Indian tourists waiting to enter the grounds of the 

first temple on my route. A young man, with his family, approached me. “Excuse me sir”, he 

said, “but I can see that you are a Holy Man”. In spite of my objections, he insisted, “I have 

been watching you, and you are indeed a Holy Man”. Things were looking up. Baba Shri Jim 

would soon be singing sacred songs, on All India Radio.  But surely, one meditation course 

couldn‟t change things so radically: on the other hand, who was I, to argue with the wisdom of 

the East? 

 

A mob of beggars surrounds me, as I cut across a patch of open ground. They are insistent, and 

intimidating, moving in and thrusting out their deformed limbs. The crowd quickly blocks my 

path, as I try to hurry away. It is a very effective technique, calculated to disorient and frighten. 

Essentially, they hope I‟ll bribe them, to go away. But with no plan in mind, I slow right down, 

and finally come to a complete stop. My eyes travel in a gently sweeping curve, pausing to look 

into one face after another. Everything becomes perfectly still. Then, without a word, they 

leave. 

 

 

Move over Lord Buddha, there’s gotta be room for one more temple in this town. 
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Went the ten miles to Gaya, in the back of an ox cart. Took hours, with India‟s endless beauty 

and diversity spooling by me. Modern man rushes about, missing so much of life‟s drama. 

Don‟t get me wrong, I‟m not a hopeless romantic. Wouldn‟t want to be driving that cart, 

earning a pound a day, but I still feel that we could be doing things better. 

 

And here, once again I‟m going to explain the Vipassana Meditation technique, and once again, 

you may wish to skip it. 

-------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Whatever one does in life, there‟s always an element of faith. As a scientist, I‟m not happy with 

this. Would much prefer that all of my actions were founded on certainty. Alas, this isn‟t 

possible. The best we can do is accept a few basic beliefs as reasonable, but nevertheless, 

unproveable. 

 

When practicing Vipassana Meditation, one starts with a simple basic assumption, namely, that 

you can improve the quality of your life, by observing the world, as it is, in the present 

moment. In particular, we observe our own mind-body complex. In doing this, we‟re not 

interested in compiling some sort of medical encyclopedia.  

 

Instead, we examine physical sensations throughout the body. Sometimes there‟s an easily 

understandable relationship between the sensation we find and the physical area we‟re 

observing. For instance, my neck muscles are tense, and yes, I‟m feeling pain in that area. At 

other times we might observe a river of energy in the lower spine, which in terms of human 

anatomy is difficult to explain. 

 

Never mind, we‟re not interested in biological explanations. First, and foremost, we wish to 

observe how the mind reacts to what it discovers. Normally the mind leans one way or the 

other. „Great I like this‟ or „No, I wish it would go away‟. In Vipassina Meditation we retrain 

the mind to accept, with complete equanimity, whatever it experiences. 

 

Equanimity is essential. Without it, tension builds as we crave or reject various sensations. This 

tension leads to physical and mental suffering. The way out of this suffering is to calmly rest 

with the experience of the moment. 

 

In a way, the body becomes a training ground, into which the mind enters. The universe of 

sensations, within the body, provides us with a chance to develop a balanced, subtle mind. 

 

Initially, what we discover tends to be pretty darned uninspiring. Here and there, warmth, 

pressure, maybe a headache.  Hardly worth the 3,000 mile journey. Worse still, much of the 

body, even on the surface, is blank, with no sensations whatsoever. However, these blank areas 

provide us with an opportunity to retune the mind. They‟re blank because the mind, for 

whatever reason, is rejecting what it finds. Here, we must make full use of the three qualities 

developed during our breathing meditation: namely, equanimity, extended duration of attention, 

and subtlety of mind. Sometimes, a blank area may yield to prolonged examination, and we 

find there „really‟ is something there. Also, a gross sensation, when observed carefully, might 

break down to reveal a rippling finer sub-structure. Understandably, when this happens, we 

begin to congratulate ourselves with a “Whoopee, at last my meditation is working!” But 

abandoning equanimity is a mistake. You just tie knots. And the nicer the feeling, the tighter 

the knots will be tied. 

 

Here, it‟s worth interjecting, that when talking about meditation, sooner or later, language and 

logic begin to break down. In the preceding case subtle sensations are a victory, definitely a 

progression. But simultaneously, one must view this „victory‟ with a certain indifference. 

Fortunately, equanimity arises naturally, because everything keeps changing. Good feelings 

turn bad, bad feelings turn good. There‟s no point getting attached to anything: It‟s all in a state 
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of transition. This is the beginning of wisdom. But be warned: true understanding is not an 

intellectual concept. Anyone can say the words, but Meditation is an actual physical retraining 

of the way mind and body interact. It takes place at the core of our being, beyond words. 

 

Now you may be wondering, „If I can‟t go whoopee, what‟s the point of it all?‟ This is a good 

question, that can only be answered through direct experience. In my case, meditation itself 

became easier, more relaxed, somehow better. In a similar way, my life improved. 

 

Of course difficulties continued to arise, but my reactions to them were less intense. They came 

and went, without the same extended turmoil and emotional entanglement. 

 

Furthermore, and this is difficult to describe, an underlying sense of well-being began to seep 

into my life. Today, like an old friend, it still comes and goes. I‟m happy it‟s there, but it seems 

to have a life of it‟s own. 

 

Time, I guess, to return to India. Mustn‟t abandon my dream of singing on „All-India-Radio‟. 

-------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Took the train to Varanasi, and immediately began to search for a vocals teacher. Found a good 

one. He was an absolute professional and worked very hard with me. Guruji, in Dharamshala, 

drank, and sometimes got blurry around the edges, but not this guy. He was like steel: bright, 

hard and shiny. There was no chance of young ladies dancing about in their underwear, so free 

from „unwelcome‟ distractions, I progressed quickly and in only six short weeks, added yet 

another note to the two which I had learned up North. Naw, only kidding. In fact, I was ripping 

up and down the scales, doing pretty complicated stuff.  

 

Wanted a peaceful place to practice meditation. Varanasi was not peaceful. Many a tourist has 

broken down on its seething streets, and begged to be flown home. So I went to the village of 

Sarnath, about five miles away, where the Buddha had delivered his first discourse after 

enlightenment. Once again, I was living with Tibetans, as well as monks from many other 

traditions. Found a nice little house on the village‟s outskirts, which had small, completely 

secluded courtyard, ideal for music and meditation. 
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One day, I visited my landlord‟s home, and was surprised to see how little the family had. A 

small primitive stove, a few pots and pans, two beds: not much more. One tends to associate 

poverty with illiteracy. This was definitely not the case. The children sat on the floor, books 

open before them, while the father helped with their lessons. At the age of eight, they‟d be 

fluent in two or three languages, and numerically more adept than a secondary school pupil in 

England. There was a feeling of urgency in the home, but also, of care and understanding. 

Everyone knew what was at stake. I never went to see the Taj Mahal, or visited the Dalai Lama. 

Why bother? I‟d spent an hour in this home. 

 

Socially I was isolated. Overnight, „the fraternity of drug users‟ disappeared. Very peculiar 

really. There must have been many dope smokers around, but our lives didn‟t intersect.  

 

I was now surrounded by people, who were looking into various aspects of Buddhism. 

Unfortunately, many of these followed the Tibetan tradition, with its labyrinthine philosophical 

structure. Wasn‟t for me: when my intellect needed exercise, there was always math and 

physics. So, for many months, I was pretty much on my own. This was OK. My days were full, 

and highly structured, with at least four hours of music and meditation practice. On top of that, 

the evening meal took forever. Draw water from a very deep well, build up a wood fire, cook 

from scratch, clean dishes. No time for tele and the evening paper. Twice a week, I went into 

Benares for my music lessons. I loved the place. Hindu culture completely swamped the few 

Western tourists, who I rarely bumped into. But then, I did have an unusual way of getting 

about, which decreased the chances of me bumping into anyone. 

  

It‟s midday, and the streets are alive with a swirling mass of human activity. I must walk 

through this confusion, in order to get to my teacher‟s home, but it‟s nearly impossible to cross 

the road, let alone go any distance. However, I‟ve learned a neat trick. I spot a pair of feet, 

heading in the direction I wanna go. These feet have lived in Benares all their lives, and move 

swiftly through the chaos. Eyes down, I follow them, just managing to keep up. When they begin 

to go the wrong way, I choose another pair of feet to follow, periodically switching when 

necessary. The beggars, hustlers and traders soon give up on me: they know a lost cause, and 

don‟t waste precious time trying to follow. I arrive at my destination, exhilarated, having seen 

little more than the heels of the people I followed.  

 

 

Benares 
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Slept one night on the roof of a houseboat, which was moored by the „Burning Ghats‟. The 

Riverbank was lined with fires, hundreds of dancing orange-red sheets of light, reflected in the 

water. On top of every pile of wood was a corpse, slowly being reduced to a bubbling charcoal 

mass. 

 

A pall of dense, smoke hung low over the River. 

 

The vast panorama was hypnotic. With every breath, I took in the mingled remains of a 

hundred cindered bodies. In the early morning, the air was cool and fresh, as the rising sun 

spread a path of shimmering gold across the Ganges. So I could tick two „must see sights‟, The 

Burning Ghats, and sunrise over the Ganges.  
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Found an interesting quote on the Internet. “ My most memorable experience in Varanasi, was 

visiting the burning ghats.” Now, there‟s something wrong here. This type of memory, 

although impressive, is fundamentally sterile. The up close, human element is missing. It‟s the 

unscripted personal interactions that make the greatest impressions in India. They are illusive, 

and difficult to convey, so one settles for „The Burning Ghats‟. 

 

What did I wear? Well I‟m glad you asked. Usually, just a pair of boxer shorts and a T-shirt. In 

the hot part of the day, I took the shirt off, and wound it into a turban. For formal occasions, or 

as the day cooled, I again used my „hat‟ as a shirt. Must have happened, but can‟t remember 

ever being approached by a beggar. 

 

My twice-weekly trips to Benares took the entire day. Had a nice little place for mid-day lunch, 

and several favorite tea stalls. You might think that I‟d seek out the places that Westerners 

frequented but in fact, I hardly ever met them. Life was wonderfully peaceful and 

uncomplicated, sitting in the late afternoon with a dozen rickshaw drivers, sipping tea and 

listening to their gently rippling conversations. I could hear the music, but wasn‟t distracted by 

the words. Would often walk the five miles back to Sarnath, along a quiet, dusty road. 

 

Had two „friends‟ in Sarnath, who rented a nice little house, in the middle of a wide, open 

space. Was never disappointed if they weren‟t in. Truth is, we didn‟t have a lot in common. But 

the veranda of the house was an excellent place to meditate. Strong „vibes‟, as the hippies used 

to say. It‟s widely believed that an advanced meditator saturates his surroundings with an 

energy, which others can detect, long after he‟s gone. I‟m skeptical. However, the place 

certainly seemed to have something going for it. Loved to sit there. Later, my friends told me 

that the house had been lived in by Anagarika Govinda. He wrote The Way of The White 

Clouds, a popular book, which had strongly influenced me, when living in California. Now, 

here I was, basking in the „great man‟s aura‟. OK, all this is silly, but the truth is that I thought 

there was something exceptional about the house, long before I knew who had lived there. Oh, 

and by the way, Anagarika was cheating just a wee bit. His chosen name means without a 

home. 

 

I also used to meditate in the „Deer Park‟, no doubt on the exact spot where the Buddha 

delivered his first discourse.  The Hindu ground‟s keeper would come around in the evening, 

grumble disapprovingly, pound his staff on the earth, and throw me out. I liked him, and he 

liked me. It saddens me today, when I read about religious conflict in India. I only encountered 

tolerance and respect. One evening in Benares, an old man asked me what caste I belonged to.  

 

“I‟m a hippie”, says I.  

“O”, says he, “Hippie, very good caste”. 

 

This is the sort of personal interaction I spoke of earlier. Won‟t ever forget the tone of his 

voice, the warm evening air, the small bridge we were standing on, or the colored lights 

dancing on the water. You won‟t find it on the Internet: no tour guide can take you there. 

 

After two months in Saranath, I returned to Bodh Gaya to do a second ten-day meditation 

course. The teacher was an American woman named Ruth Denison. Ruth was deeply 

concerned about the wellbeing of her students, and worked with them in an interpersonal way, 

a practice that Goenka studiously avoided. Funny and spontaneous, she sometimes came out 

with things that would have been frowned upon by those on the Eastern side of the fence. 

Here‟s a quote. “Ladies, how do you expect to make love, when your bodies are like deserts? 

Remarks like these were bound to cause ripples. A few years later, the tradition split, and she 

went her separate way. I liked her. The course was difficult, but I wasn‟t plunged into long 

periods of suicidal despair, as I had been before. 
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There was a full moon on the sixth day. In keeping with Buddhist tradition, Denison 

encouraged us to meditate through the entire day and night. This definitely wasn‟t in „The 

Vipassana Course Manual‟, but I couldn‟t resist the challenge. Bear in mind that we‟d all been 

up since four in the morning. 

 

It is now 10:00 at night and most of the meditators have gone to bed. Only eight of us 

accompany Mrs. Denison to the roof of the Bihara, where we‟ll attempt to meditate throughout 

the night. I‟m able to sit comfortably, hour after hour, and do not feel sleepy, or even tired. My 

mind is alert, and applies itself to the task at hand. At one stage, I open my eyes and look at the 

carpet before me, which appears as a rippling vine like structure, with tendrils, twisting and 

turning. What‟s going on here? I‟m supposed to be observing reality, and this is definitely an 

illusion. So I take my consciousness back within the body, where beginners are advised to keep 

it. Here I find a rapidly moving current of energy running along my spine. Simultaneously, the 

carpet stops sprouting, and is just a carpet. When I again move my consciousness outside, 

away from the spine, the dancing vines return. For a few minutes, I play with this, on-again, 

off-again phenomenon. 

 

Acid freaks are extremely impressed by „dancing optical illusions‟. On LSD, physical 

sensations in the body get scrambled in the nervous system, and modulate the visual field. The 

drugged mind is strongly attached to the idea that something profound is happening. The 

meditator, on the other hand, is much less impressed by the same event. For him or her it‟s 

back to plodding along, with pretty mundane sensations, occasionally encountering energy 

flows. Let‟s return to the roof of the Bihara, where things are definitely getting out of hand. 

 

As the night goes on, one by one, the other meditators get up and leave. My concentration is 

more or less continuous. Sitting is effortless. The temple bells strike as the hours pass, one, two, 

three o‟clock. Subjectively, an hour seems like five or ten minutes. Eventually, around four, 

Mrs. Denison leaves, and I‟m on my own. My consciousness is now locked within the body, and 

I do mean locked. My skull is harder than bone, more like living concrete. This sensation 

spreads to the entire skeleton: My bones are rock hard, alive within me, almost visible. Not 

really meditating now: just sitting, as the feeling spreads and deepens. After an hour, I decide 

to put an end to it, by opening my eyes. But it‟s still there, the skeleton. Me and my skeleton get 

up and go down to the kitchen, for a bowl of porridge. I‟m a bit afraid, but mostly in need of 

comfort and safety, so I sleep in the meditation room, curled up into a ball, until the others 

arrive for the morning sitting. Then a new day begins. 

 

Now ninety, Ruth continues to teach in her unique, idiosyncratic way. 
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Here she is leading an all female group in California. 

It‟s important to stress that most of the course was routine. Thousands of times one touched 

upon sensations within the body, and thousands of times one guarded the mind, and attempted 

to limit craving and aversion. “Nothing to write home to mom about” but nevertheless, the 

beginning and end of our practice.  So, it‟s back to Benares. 

 

In Saranath, it was getting hot. Even in the early morning, I‟d step out of my house, into a solid 

wall of shimmering heat. There was only a two-hour period, just before sunrise, when 

conditions were tolerable. The water level, in the village well, dropped and dropped, until only 

a muddy pool remained. The Monsoons would finally come, but then thousands of tons of 

human shit would wash off the fields, into the water-table, and disease would break out on a 

grand scale. It was time to head for the hills.  So I said goodbye to my teacher in Benares, and 

went back North, to „The Dharamshala School of Music‟. 

 

 Guruji welcomed me, with a warm smile and open pocket book. Then, after listening to me 

sing, he pronounced that I had, “completely wasted my time”. This didn‟t bother me too much: 

there was no way he was going to give my Varanisi teacher credit for anything. A few days 

later, I was alone with, „she of the long underwear‟, who praised me for the progress I‟d made. 

Lila said she always thought I was a hopeless case, but Guruji had assured her I had potential. 

 

In the weeks which followed, nothing was quite right. Didn‟t fit in anywhere. Worse still, my 

money was running very low. The longer I stayed, the further away England seemed. It was 

hard to relax, and enjoy the passing days. So what do I do, when down to my last 50 quid? 

Why, naturally enough, I decide to climb the mountain range towering above Dharamshala 

 

It‟s an easy climb, more or less a broad set of stairs, endlessly ascending a gentle gradient. 

Problem is, I‟m not going to make the top before nightfall, and there‟s no shelter, or even a flat 

area, on which to sleep. I meet a young freak, by the path‟s edge, who welcomes me into his 

small cave. Think Ben Gun, in „Treasure Island‟ and you‟ve got the picture. He has next to 

nothing. Been up here for some time, probably living on barley flour and sugar. Seems sane, 

but I‟m none too sure. Poor nutrition, isolation and dope: one by one, the strands binding him 

to reality are snapping. Offers me a corner of his cave for the night, which I decline. Set out to 

find another cave, which he says, is hidden in the woods on the other side of the path. 

Apparently, there‟s also a stream somewhere below. 

 

This cave is very small, just enough room for me and my sleeping bag, but it‟s dry, with earth 

and leaves on the floor. If I build a small fire, it‟ll be toasty. But, without drinking water, I‟m in 

trouble, so I leave my gear, and set out to find the stream. The mountain face is wooded and 

steep. Nothing is secure: branches break away, and footholds give. Should I slip, it‟s a long 

cartwheel down to Dharamshala. Eventually find the stream, and fill my water-bottle, then it‟s 

back up to the cave. Er, where is the cave? Night‟s coming on fast, and I haven‟t a clue. Don‟t 

want to get caught out here. Gets very cold, with icy winds dropping down from the snow 

above. Become almost paralyzed with fear, making very slow progress from one tree to the 

next. Testing each foothold and clinging to branches. Maybe it‟s adrenaline, but ten minutes 

before dark, a switch inside me‟s thrown. I begin to take chances: tree limbs are breaking and 

my feet slip from one hold to the next but I‟m climbing in a way I never knew possible, happy, a 

primeval ape. And there‟s my cave. Time for supper, a meditative hour looking into the fire, 

then sleep.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 103 

 

 

 

 

 

Next evening, here I am, at the summit. Could be Mars. A landscape of sandy-gray, ragged 

boulders: dry, cold, and barren. There is a small shepherd‟s hut, in which I can shelter and I‟m 

sure gonna need it. Only late afternoon, but already a cold wind‟s blowing from the snow-

covered ranges to the north. Maybe this wasn‟t such a good idea. But then I turn and look 

behind me, where a patchwork of pastel greens falls away. 
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In the evening, I sit and watch the sun slowly settle into the great, misty, valley. A full moon is 

rising behind, over the brilliant white mountains, just as the sun is setting before me. Moon and 

sun straddle the earth, holding her balanced between them. 

 

At sunrise, everything‟s exactly the same, except, now it is the full moon setting into the valley, 

and the sun which rises behind me over the mountains. As a scientist, I understand this dance, 

but it‟s quite another thing, sitting at 18,000 feet, watching it happen. 

 

Back in Dharamshala, I sold my Tamboura to a German music student. The extra money would 

be needed, but in any case, there was no way I could hitch with such a large instrument. The 

German lad gave me the address of someone in Aachen, and assured me that I‟d be welcome 

when passing through. But, let‟s not rush things: Won‟t get to Germany for another six, long 

and difficult weeks.  

 

In Lahore, I shared a hotel roof with a young Englishman. This guy was in deep trouble, and 

didn‟t know it. He was ill and very thin. Could hardly stand up. When he needed something 

from his pack, he‟d crawl across the hotel roof, on his hands and knees. For him, this was 

normal! I said that he should get to the British embassy, and ask to be flown home. Wasn‟t 

having any of it. You see, he had this little dog, and was going to hang about at every God 

damn border crossing, until he could get it back to Britain. Took me a couple of hours to 

convince him that he had to ditch the dog, and get help. I may have saved his life. Soon, his 

body was just going to give up. In the East, there are scores of ways to die: some of them don‟t 

have a name. 

 

I mention this incident, because it was bloody obvious to me that his judgement was hopelessly 

impaired. At the same time, it seemed perfectly reasonable that I should set out on a 3,000 mile 

journey, crossing 10 countries, with £50 quid in my pocket. I only weighed 105 pounds. (about 

7&1/2 Stone)  Just wasn‟t thinking straight, and it would hurt. 

 

You‟ll be happy to hear that our friend, the puppy-lover, popped up a few years later in Bristol, 

as my wandering days were drawing to a close. Nice symmetry. He was there at the beginning, 

and end, of a long journey. Didn‟t recognize him; both he and I had put on a lot of weight. 

 

Crossed Afghanistan in a highly irregular fashion. It was a version of the smugglers train to 

Quetta, but this time, I had absolutely no idea what was going on. During one short bus ride, I 

was moved from my seat, to under the seat, to under a tarpaulin on the roof, to back onto the 

seat. Got off, late at night, in downtown Kabul. The streets were deserted, except for many 

uniformed, armed men. This was not the Afghanistan I remembered. Turned to my travelling 

companion and said, “You can almost see the Russians here.” Word was that they were 

building a road down from Mazar-i-Sharif. Got the hell out. 

 

Broke the bus ride to Heart at Kandahar. This was a big mistake. We were dumped into a vast, 

absolutely filthy, „rest-station‟. Made the junkie hotel, in Tehran, look like the Ritz. My room 

was dark, dusty and squalid. In it were a dozen freaks, smoking themselves into oblivion. They 

seemed to have given up. Spent an hour sitting on a bed that I‟m sure was shifting under me. 

Then I grabbed my gear, and went to sleep outside under a tree, right in the middle of the coach 

parking lot. It was dusty, fume laden, and noisy, with vehicles coming and going all night long, 

but still a much better option than a night in that hotel room. What I didn‟t know, was that a 

number of the hotel „guests‟ had snuggled down into the folds of my sleeping-bag: they were 

going to be rather unpleasant company, all the way to Germany. 

 

In two years, Heart had changed, almost beyond recognition. The gas lighting, and horse drawn 

carriages were gone. Spanking new Mercedes Benz coaches had replaced the rickety buses with 

missing windscreens and broken mirrors. My favorite hotel was a building site: half the city 
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was. A lot of money was pouring in from somewhere: maybe the West, trying to counter 

Russian influence. The small hotel owners could, no doubt, see themselves quickly going from 

rags to riches.  

 

In 1979, Russian tanks would flatten their dreams. 

 

 

Returning to a familiar theme. Had to keep my thumb out. Even if I spent only £5 per country, 

I‟d be broke before reaching England. Got an amazing lift with an Iranian truck driver, who 

continuously drove through the mountains, on the wrong side of the road. Guess he assumed 

that anyone, coming the other way, would also be driving on the wrong side. Probably right. 

 

Picked up by a young Iranian, who goes completely bananas upon discovering that I have long, 

blond hair. Undoes the band, which holds my ponytail in place, and begins to fluff my hair out, 

and play with it. He is squirming about in his seat, and giggling hysterically. Things could get 

serious, if he decides to play with anything else. One hand on the wheel is a bare minimum. I 

indignantly demand that he pull over. The bastard hasn‟t offered me any money. I now 

understand how pathetic men must sometimes appear to women. 

 

The Iranian medical services were desperate for blood, and I was desperate for money. I went 

to a hospital clinic in Tehran, where a number of freaks were waiting to sell their blood. The 

female doctor took one look at me and said no. I was too thin and weak. She was dead right, 

but I was going to be a lot thinner and weaker, without money to buy food.  The moment I‟d 

been waiting for, since leaving Sick Children‟s Hospital, eighteen years earlier, had arrived. I 

walked over to a bed, grasped the side rails with both hands, and hoisted myself into a perfect 

horizontal handstand. Raised my feet well above shoulder level, then slowly lowered them to 

the ground. She took my blood, and gave me the money. Later, in an adjacent operating theatre, 

we made passionate love. (Well, maybe not the last bit.) 

 

Now had a bit more money, but mistakes were accumulating. I had started back with far too 

little cash. Needed at least a £60 more than I had. Should never have stopped in Kandahar: 

what I picked up there weakened me, and made sleep nearly impossible. Selling my blood was 
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also a disaster: my physical reserves were gone. Then, under financial pressure, I blundered 

again. 

 

There is no public transport at the Iranian/Turkish border. This is a killing zone. Travelers 

straggle up in small groups, while taxi drivers, like sharks, cruise around, picking them off one 

at a time. The fares are fixed at an absurdly high level. You pay, or stand about in the desert 

for a day, and then pay. I start walking, but this end of Turkey is no place to be out on your 

own. Come across a huge transport truck. The driver is doubtful about giving me a lift. There 

isn‟t a second seat, just a metal casing, which I presume houses the engine or transmission. I‟m 

desperate. Unpack my sleeping gear, pile it over the box, and climb up. It is a bone-jarring 50-

mile ride. Get off, in a daze, at a large campsite. Somebody feeds me: somebody gives me a 

place to sleep.  

 

The remainder of the journey to Istanbul is a blur. At one point, a Turkish coach stopped for 

me. Tried to pay, but they insisted I ride for free. This was in the same region where I had been 

stoned on by first trip. My internal organs had taken a pounding during the truck ride. 

Everything hurt. It felt like hepatitis. I was so discouraged and dejected that people avoided me, 

adding isolation to my list of problems. Ate and slept in Istanbul, but didn‟t think I‟d ever reach 

England. 

 

Can‟t believe it, but decided to walk across Greece again, from Thessaloniki to the Yugoslav 

border. They had just finished a motorway, which wasn‟t open yet. Walked smack down the 

middle, not a car or person in sight: easy going, but weird. Like one of those post-apocalyptic 

films, with me, humanity‟s hope, searching for that last remaining female. No idea how I made 

it from Greece to Austria, but sure didn‟t have money for public transport. Can remember 

hitching through Austria, but mostly remember the nights. 

 

It is dark and going to rain. I find a covered outdoor restaurant, with narrow wooden benches, 

and settle down for the night. Sleep comes quickly, but within a half-hour, I‟m awake. 

Something isn‟t right. I squirm about, then fall back to sleep. Soon, I‟m awake again. Decide to 

lie very still, in order to find out what‟s happening. My sleeping-bag, and clothes, are alive 

with lice. They are flat little buggers, that can hide in seams and crevices, and then emerge 

when all is still. When I wake and move about they scurry for cover, only to come out again 

when I fall back to sleep.  

 

I am giving blood, but this time, not being paid.  It is maddening. 
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At the Austrian/German border, my luck dramatically changes: had to. Fuel low, wings shot 

up, crippled landing gear. Get a ride in a Jaguar that‟s going straight across Germany to 

Bonn. The driver is not messing about. He puts his foot to the floor, and doesn‟t let up. We 

were on the Autobahn all the way, averaging over 100 miles an hour! Better still, I have a 

place to sleep for the night, and best of all, laundry equipment. My traveling companions are 

consigned to a hot, soapy, watery grave. The next day I‟m resting in the countryside just 

outside of Aachen. 

 

 

Aachen 
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Chapter 6 

 

The Return 

  

Before leaving Daramshala, I was given Walter Witt‟s name and address in Aachen. This was 

indeed fortunate. He was exceptionally warm, friendly and easy going. I felt perfectly relaxed 

about stopping to rest and recharge my batteries. We were the perfect couple: he liked to cook, 

and I liked to eat.  

 

Fired a letter off to Tim, in Barmouth, warning him that I‟d be arriving in a few weeks. He 

immediately sent an encouraging letter back, assuring me that there‟d be „A Welcome in the 

Hillsides‟. It brings tears to my eyes typing these words. I was desperately looking forward to 

the end of a long, hard journey. 

 

In Aachen, my funds were running low, so I was gonna have to sell my body, and The Aachen 

Art College was looking for life drawing models. 

------------------------------------- 

There are a dozen students in the class, most of whom are young, blond, and very attractive 

women.  You‟re expected to demurely disrobe in a small dressing room and then come out in a 

gown. This doesn‟t seem like much fun, and may even be slightly embarrassing. I just take my 

clothes off, then and there, and toss them onto the platform. Art students like unusual bodies, so 

they‟re getting their money‟s worth with mine. Take a Greek god, starve him for six weeks, 

whizz him in a blender, and you‟ve got me. Nobody laughing, but I do hear a pencil snap. 

 

Fold my legs in the „half-lotus‟, and don‟t twitch a muscle. After the first ten-minutes, one of 

the girls comes up and moves my „pony-tail‟ which is hanging down in front, obscuring my 

Herculean form.  Collectively, the class lets out a long sigh of approval. This is an 

exhibitionist‟s dream.   

 

Sit motionless for the remainder of the hour. 
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During the break, I dispensed with the bathrobe routine, and only shifted my posture slightly. 

The girls came up, sat around me, and we chatted. Where, oh where, have those days gone? 

Posed for another two hours, and left Aachen with more money than I‟d had since selling my 

blood in Tehran.  

------------------------------------- 

 

Back in Barmouth, Meg and Tim warmly welcomed me up at the cottage, but it was not a good 

time to be kicking about. A steady stream of people came drifting through, most with too much 

time and too little money.  

 

I loved the hills and I couldn‟t imagine ever leaving them. But leave them I would. Wasn‟t 

going to spend forty years wandering about the harbour, looking for someone to talk to. In 

Barmouth, unemployment was a way of life.  So I got a job as a landscape gardener at the 

Fairbourne Hotel. The pay was pathetic, and saving difficult, but I kept my head up. 

 

 

It was a beautiful three-mile walk into work, through the hills and over a long wooden 

bridge.  
 

Got good at trimming hedges, giving them perfectly flat, vertical faces. Should a Hotel guest 

spot one twig or leaf out of place, their holiday might be utterly ruined. The grass was cut 

often, and very short. This was a mistake. In the summer of ‟76, Britain was being burnt to a 

crisp. Suggested, to the manager, that we leave the grass longer, but he insisted I carry on 

scalping it. A month later, it was toasted dusty brown. Everything stopped growing, even the 

hedges, so I moved on to other projects.  

 

There was a high, overgrown bank, bordering the drive leading up to the hotel. This was my 

sort of thing. Went at it with a vengeance. Scrambling along, Himalayan fashion, whacking 
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away with my sickle. In a couple of days, it looked like a putting green. Then the manager 

came out screaming, and lifted a limp vine from the drive‟s edge. 

 

“O God, no, my Alpine Gentian, it was incredibly rare. People came from all over Europe to 

see it.” 

 

“Well”, I said, “It‟s a lot rarer now”.  Always find that humor helps, in difficult situations.  

 

He must have been in shock so didn‟t fire me then and there.  Nevertheless, I quit a few weeks 

later. Nothing, and I do mean nothing, was growing. They would have kept me on, secure in the 

knowledge there wasn‟t anything left to kill. But, I went.  

------------------------------------- 

 

That summer, I also looked after the garden at Meg and Tim‟s. It was small, but there was a 

greenhouse, and quite a few vegetables and flowers. A stream, running close to the cottage 

meant that while most gardens in Britain withered and died, I was able to keep Meg‟s 

flourishing. 

 

Dad had taught me all I needed to know about plants. It was the best of educations. He would 

always be working in the garden, when I came back from school. We would chat for a half-

hour, and while we talked, a love and understanding of gardening just seeped in, effortlessly.  

 

On July 7
th

, I celebrated my birthday by taking one of Tim‟s „girlfriends‟ down to the beach, 

and skinny-dipping with her. She was nice, and knew how to make a good potato casserole. 

There was another woman, also a good cook, but she kept asking me what I thought of the 

Bible.  This proved an effective contraceptive. That sums up my romantic adventures for the 

summer.  

------------------------------------- 

Here‟s a little story, amusing in its own right, but also instructive.  It shows how my 

relationship to drugs changed after learning to meditate. 

 

I arrive back at the cottage in the mid-afternoon, ravenous. Fortunately Meg has made 

brownies, which are sitting by the AGA, cooling. Belt one down, then another. They‟re 

somewhat on the dry side, but I‟m hungry: maybe just one more.  Finally Meg arrives. We build 

up the fire, and sit together. I feel warm, kind and loving and begin to cry, responding to a 

gentle joy within me.  

 

Yep, you guessed it: the brownies were laced with hash. 
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What luck. I get high, have a very nice time, and haven‟t even violated my moral principles. It 

really was an accident. May surprise you, that after this positive experience, I never again tried 

to get high on dope. After months of daily meditation, these addictive chains were severed. I 

still had plenty to work on, but one problem was out of the way. 

 

So I now had enough money to hit the road, but where to go and what to do?  

 

A woman named Mavis was staying in a small cottage above Meg‟s. She was intelligent, 

attractive, „well turned out‟ and single. That‟s all I knew, but how much do you need to know?  

 

I was interested in „alternative education‟ and Mavis knew the Headmistress of a private 

school. She said that I could stay with her in Oxford, while I checked it out. It‟s amazing how 

similar this was to the Madeline Henderson scenario. Only now, I‟d be leaving Wales, heading 

for Southern England. Mavis left for Oxford, and a few weeks later, I followed.  

 

So I pitched up at Mavis‟s doorstep.  For the sake of symmetry, it would be fun to relate that 

Mavis wound up running through the streets stark naked. Alas, it was I who did the running.  

The story is a sordid one, featuring a fat wife, a cheating husband and a vanishing flat.  Of 

course I was innocent in all of this, but still felt it wise to hop a train, and leave quickly. 

------------------------------------- 

 

Someone suggested I check out the Cohen brothers, who lived with two other meditators in 

Southampton.  

 

Julian and Paul have a house, in the middle of Southampton‟s Red Light District. It‟s actually a 

very pleasant area: quiet, safe and „friendly‟. There is a young man working in the front 

garden, who immediately offers me a place to stay. We go down to the local art college, where 

Paul, Jules and Binny all concur that it would be nice if I lived with them. It was as though they 

knew I was coming, and had talked it over beforehand.  

------------------------------------- 

 

There were three households of meditators, in the area, socially linked in an ill-defined way. 

Money was in short supply, so it annoyed me when „complete strangers‟ would drift in, make a 

sandwich, and drift away, but in the end it balanced out. Pretty soon I was walking into the 

other homes, and doing the same. It was a large and diverse social group, which included a few 

stunningly beautiful ladies. These were the days „Before Work & Children‟. There was time to 

sit and talk, so gradually I began to learn how to be with people.  

 

You might think a household of five unemployed people would lack discipline, but you‟d be 

wrong. At 6:30, I‟d go „round banging on doors. At seven, we would meditate for an hour, then 

quickly, the house would empty. Everyone was looking for work. There was an endless round 

of Job Centre interviews, training programs and casual work. I slept on the living-room floor, 

which meant going to bed after everyone else, and having no privacy. That was fine, my life 

had been full of too much privacy. Conversations were seldom trivial or destructive. The 

Buddhist Eight Fold Path encourages „Right Speech‟. This guideline is open to interpretation, 

but in general we veered away from gossip.  

 

Paul and Julian were both amateur psychologists, and not averse to a bit of „confrontational 

therapy‟. Usually they got the balance right, between criticism and support. One day, Paul 

commented about my behavior when in a group. Said that all of my attention was directed 

toward the females in the room, as though the men weren‟t even present. Gads, I was thirty-one 

years old, and transparently obvious to a twenty year-old kid. Had to change.  

 

I discovered an interesting mechanism for self-transformation. Quite simply, I would feign 

interest in what the men were saying. Took a few years, but eventually, I really was listening to 
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them. Not edifying, but it worked. Call it „character transformation through play acting‟. 

Here‟s another example.  

 

A friend of mine tells me that her mother has died.  She‟s obviously upset but frankly, I 

couldn‟t care less about the mother, and don‟t relate at all to this kind of emotional turmoil. 

However, brutal honesty would soon cost me my few friends. So I pretend to be concerned, and 

respond in the appropriate fashion. This sets up a positive feedback loop. In the next, similar 

situation, my behavior is slightly more spontaneous and genuine. Little by little, I emotionally 

mature. If this sounds too mechanical, well sorry. I was lucky to understand the process, and be 

able to take advantage of it. The alternative would have been to huddle in a corner, an autistic 

child, unable to take part in a world which I didn‟t understand. 

 

Why was I such an emotionally damaged individual? Well, picture a one-year old baby, secure 

in the loving comfort of his mother‟s arms. Now drop him, say from a height of eight feet, onto 

the floor. Then, whip him away, into a completely alien environment, and let him fight for his 

life: half of his body is paralyzed and he‟s barely able to breathe.  For month after month he 

experiences no love or meaningful human contact. Now put this child through an eleven-year 

ordeal of medical interventions. One operation he undergoes is the equivalent of massive and 

sustained rape. The child wakes in a severely brutalized body. Several times, over the years, he 

forgets who his parents are, or even that they exist. Strangers in white uniforms people his 

world. It is not that his emotions are damaged, they simply do not develop.  After years, in and 

out of hospitals, he must face a world, where people are fundamentally selfish. They reach out 

to the charming and beautiful, but he is neither.  

 

Rejection, adds to his problems. He searches for, and finds a barren, safe place in which to 

hide.  Miraculously, leading out of this darkness, is a tall steep ladder. One step at a time, he 

begins the long climb up.  

------------------------------------- 

 

My newfound friends and I meditated twice a day, an hour in the morning, an hour in the 

evening. On the weekends, many others joined us to meditate and share a meal.  Mother 

Theresa would have approved. So why should the following happen? 

 

I‟m simmering a stew in the kitchen. Binny, Jules and Paul, are meditating in the front 

bedroom. A very big man appears at the kitchen door, quickly followed by another very big 

man. They produce Police ID and demand to be let in. I‟m ordered up against the wall, away 

from the stove. Pretty dangerous stuff, potato stew. What is it with the CID and me? Am I on 

some sort of rota?  Must be raided every two years?  

 

The house fills with other big men. They are hostile and intimidating. Forget about „presumed 

innocence‟: the fact that they‟ve come, means you‟re guilty.  

 

It‟s a long while before they even begin to back off. Perhaps Colombian drug barons sit around 

meditating in their spare time? I recover from the initial shock and begin to „needle‟ them. 

“Look guys, there‟s not a bottle-cap, ash tray, or cigarette butt in this place. Do you really 

think you‟re going to find drugs?” They still haven‟t twigged, the place isn‟t just „clean‟, it‟s 

pristine. They carry on with the charade, and assure me they‟re acting on reliable information. 

Must have a ouija board down at the station. Long after they should have gone, they‟re still 

milling about, behaving in a hostile manner. We‟re worried. These guys are both aggressive 

and stupid, a dangerous combination. Then Julian‟s dad drops by. He‟s a professor at 

Southampton University. The cops vanish. 

 

What do we learn from this farce? Well, don‟t have long hair. Don‟t have black skin. Don‟t 

come from the Middle East. To be on the safe, don‟t be anything but white middle-class. If you 

think I‟m exaggerating, then one thing‟s for sure, you ain‟t black. By the way, I hope you‟ve 
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noticed that this raid was almost identical to the CID raid at Madeline‟s. This sort of bumbling 

must be going on all the time. 

 

Not long after the raid, I organized a five-day meditation course, running between Christmas 

and New Year. We sealed off a house, and got someone to cook for us. For a gang of young 

people, not long separated from drugs, we were a disciplined lot.  Sat from five in the morning 

to nine at night, with very little distraction. The Course went smoothly. One event might 

interest you. 

 

Anya, a „pretty‟ young Dutch girl, was one of the meditators. While „sitting‟, I would 

sometimes fantasize about her, and our non-existent relationship. This was definitely off track, 

but it happens, and when it does, it‟s intense and convincing. During one of the long evening 

meditations, I was „off‟, cranking out a rambling, detailed narrative involving her. Then, for 

some reason I opened my eyes. She was sitting across from me, less than three feet away. It 

was a shock. The real person was not connected to my fantasies in any way. I knew nothing 

about her.  We‟re all doing this, walking around, imprisoned in our daydreams.  

------------------------------------- 

 

After five days of meditation, we walked out, straight into a New Year‟s Eve party. There was 

good music, and a lot of dancing, but no one got pissed. Half the people there were from our 

meditation circle. May sound dull it wasn‟t. True, you had to accept a certain level of 

inhibition, but „dull‟ is some drunk spouting drivel.  

 

Eventually, I found work in Scotland, at a school for mentally handicapped children. Yes, after 

several abortive attempts, I really was heading for a school. They sent me a brochure, which 

seemed designed to drive prospective employees away. You were expected to work seventy 

hours a week, for little more than pocket money, and there‟d be no television or alcohol. It was 

definitely the place for me.  

 

Rudolf Steiner, a philosopher, social thinker and mystic, provided the framework for the way 

the school was run.  In the early nineteen hundreds, he was invited to attend a symposium on 

child education in England. Here he declared that, “Difficult as it is to believe, the young child 

thinks with his teeth”. That must have made his audience sit up and take notice.  

 

Oddly enough, I agree with him. If we drop the metaphor, it amounts to this. Don‟t push 

intellectual concepts at a child, until important stages in his physical development have been 

reached. For instance, reading should be taught only after the child has matured and grown his 

adult teeth. One shouldn‟t be too dogmatic, but give the poor kid a break. He‟s working hard 

enough just growing.  

 

Rudolf Steiner 
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Before going to Scotland, I did a number of „Ten Day Meditation Courses‟.  John Coleman was 

teaching in Oxford on a regular basis, encouraged by the many new students coming back from 

India. He was the only exponent of our discipline, in the whole of the Western World. Poor 

Mrs. Coleman would open the door each morning to yet another caftan-clad refugee. 

Eventually, she surrendered to the tide. 

 

On the courses, I worked hard, confronting deep-seated fears.  Again, I must emphasize that 

these fears were not manifest as ideas, memories or emotions. They arose as concrete physical 

sensations within the body.  I initially reacted to these sensations, with a mixture of terror and 

loathing. Seemed like a vile being had invaded my nervous system. There was nothing to do 

but sit and observe. Took courage but finally this alien being dissolved, just as the searing pain 

in my knee had vanished on the first course. Stood at the back of the meditation hall, infused 

with love. It was a nice direction to be heading in. 

 

Meditation courses were difficult, but safe. You only had your personal problems to deal with. 

There was no contact with other students, and the teacher was supportive and compassionate. 

Back in Southampton, I was surrounded by kind, reasonably well-adjusted people. Without 

exception they were understanding, helpful and tolerant. Living in this rarefied setting 

encouraged me to be open and trusting. I was heading for a fall. 

-------------------------------------   

Auchil Towers was a large house, ideal for use as a residential home and school. There were 

twenty-four children, aged between ten and fifteen. Most were mentally handicapped, but 

reasonably capable and co-operative.  I deliberately use the term „mentally handicapped‟ rather 

than the politically correct „persons with learning difficulties‟. Many of my friends have 

learning difficulties, but only a few are mentally handicapped. By the way, if you find this type 

of humor offensive, probably best not to work with these children. Those care-workers, who 

take themselves too seriously, often wind up having mental breakdowns. 

 

And while I‟m talking about „handicaps‟ allow me to rant for a moment. Some people object to 

the word cripple. They seem to think you can change objective reality by tinkering with 

vocabulary. Personally, I don‟t care what words you use: When I‟m reaching for a heavy tin, on 

a high shelf, it makes no difference. Relaxed attitudes, and an absence of guilt, are much more 

important than words. I once met an old man, on a path in Mexico, who was curious about me. 

He circled once, lifted my shirt, examined my back, felt my arms, and then pronounced, “Dios 

te chinga”. (God fucked you.)  Quite right, couldn‟t agree more. The old boy cheered me up. 

------------------------------------- 

 

I was a terrible „house mother‟.  Well, I would be, wouldn‟t I? The couple who ran the place 

said that we should be able to recognize which items of laundry belong to which children, but 

half the time, I couldn‟t recognize the kids. Names and faces did eventually fall into place, but 

laundry remained an unsolved mystery. Anyway, what‟s wrong with frilly knickers on boys?  

 

It was a blessing, all round, that I only worked two days each week in the dormitories. A 

chance event meant that most of my time was spent in the gardens. 

 

I was interested in horticulture. As luck would have it, the head gardener quit just as I arrived. 

Faced with an acre of ground and a huge box of seeds, the planning made my head spin. 

Finally, just got out the rotavator and blasted away. The soil was, rich, black and deep. Planted 

bed after bed, simultaneously filling a large greenhouse with tomatoes and cucumbers. Began 

work before breakfast and finished after supper, six days a week.  

 

Once again, I was pushing my body to its limits.  Fortunately, the sun shone.  We had so many 

vegetables I had to sell the surplus through the village shops. The cucumber plants were twelve 

feet tall, and the cabbages, football size. Hard work, good soil and sunny days cemented my 

reputation. Should have stuck with the garden, but didn‟t. 
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I also had teaching and cooking responsibilities, both without preliminary training. Cooking for 

thirty-five people was easy, but there was chaos in my classroom. 

 

There were also meetings to attend.  In reality, Auchil Towers was a thinly disguised 

dictatorship. Johannes and Jean told us what to do, and we did it. This was helpful when it 

came to practical matters. However, dictators get lonely, and want to be part of a community. 

You can‟t have it both ways, but they tried.  

 

So, we gathered for weekly bible evenings! In the best Stalinist tradition, there were dire 

consequences for not attending.  No problem, I rather liked Christ‟s teachings. As Goenka said, 

“He was truly a prince among saints”. Trouble was, the brand of Christianity on offer, 

studiously avoided the teachings of Jesus.  Still, I tried to join in the spirit of the meetings.  I 

really did try, honest. 

 

At the end of Bible evenings, everyone went outside, and bitched about Johannes and Jean. I 

was stunned by their pent-up dissatisfaction. We had just spent an hour „sharing‟!  I actually 

liked everyone, but wanted to stay clear of this hypocrisy, so decided to give Bible evenings a 

miss. Between you and I, everyone wanted to be somewhere else. The weird thing is, that once 

I stepped outside, the others closed ranks. Felt like there was a sign, pinned to my back, reading 

“UNCLEAN”.  

 

As a group, we came from diverse backgrounds, with little to unite us but a common interest in 

the work. The school consumed so much of our time and energy, that opportunities were few to 

develop relationships. I was overworked, isolated, and naive: in a word, vulnerable. Then along 

came Pam. 

 

In fact, she was there from day one. I can see her striding towards me, hand outstretched. 

Immediately got the feeling there was more was on offer than her hand. Funny how memory 

works. I can recall our conversations, and how she walked.  Can almost feel the touch of her 

hand. But the face is blank. With Petranella, when I close my eyes, she‟s there, smiling up at 

me, but not Pam.  Suppose that says it all. 

 

She kept me hooked for months. I thought she was wonderful, the most “perfect” woman I‟d 

ever known. Must have been blind. She gave little, and only when I started drawing away. All 

of her power was manipulative.  

 

Once, I broke off the relationship, saying that I didn‟t think she cared for me at all. In fact, 

unknown to me, she was screwing one of the young men, working at the school. This was the 

perfect opportunity for her to leave me, and begin a straightforward relationship with Garith, 

but instead, back she came, making blatant and unashamed sexual advances. 

 

And then, the axe fell. At Garith‟s birthday party, in front of everyone, she let me know what 

the score was. Rejection, under any circumstances, is bad, but in a closed community, there is 

no place to hide. 

 

I was crushed. Shame and guilt lodged in my chest, like a iron spike. Still, three times a day, I 

had meals with the others, sitting only feet away from Pam and Garith. It was a long, drawn 

out, torture.  

 

At the same time, there was much hard physical work to do in the garden. My heart began to 

give out, and beat erratically. Something had to change, and in a hurry. I went to Johannes, and 

explained my situation. Don‟t think I‟ve ever met with a less sympathetic response.  It 

amounted to a terse “tough luck”. So I quit, then and there. Said I‟d see the garden through to 

the season‟s end, and then leave. Don‟t think he cared, one way or the other. Johannes and Jean 
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had „sacrificed‟ their lives for the children. They worked harder than any of us, had no spare 

time, no children of their own, and probably no marriage. As Jean once said, “There is only the 

work”. Without exaggeration, the rest of us were simply „A Means to an End‟. Well, it wasn‟t 

going to be my end. 

 

I remained depressed for a long while, but my heart settled down and stopped missing beats. 

Pam would come by, when I was working in the garden, just to twist the knife, but by now I‟d 

grown numb to her routine. In fact, it was a close escape for me. She became pregnant, split up 

with Garith, and had an abortion. I met him by chance two years later and had a relaxed, 

friendly chat.  Neither of us mentioned Pam.  

 

Some say the world will end in fire, 

Some say in ice. 

From what I've tasted of desire 

I hold with those who favor fire. 

But if it had to perish twice, 

I think I know enough of hate 

To say that for destruction ice 

Is also great, And would suffice.                      Robert Frost 

 

------------------------------------- 

 

Must rescue a few positives, from that summer. Made two very good friends. For many years, 

my wife and I would visit them, when they were running their own „therapeutic home‟.   

 

Also got to know a woman named Margaret. She was leaving Scotland to work in a Camphill 

Community in Bristol. Seemed a good direction to head in. Now, I know what you‟re thinking, 

“He‟s, following another woman”. Well, smarty-pants, I got there six weeks ahead of her, and 

was already a pillar of the Community by the time she arrived. And furthermore, she wasn‟t 

crazy, deceitful, or any of those things. 

 

Saved fifty quid, washing dishes at the Gleneagles Hotel then hitched to Bristol.  In the City 

Center, I stopped a chap, and asked for directions. He greeted me warmly! It was Mr. „Puppy 

dog man‟, who I last saw, ill and starving, on a hotel rooftop in Lahore. He now radiated good 

health and thanked me for my earlier help.  Bristol is a magnet. At least five other people, 

already in this story, eventually showed up. 

------------------------------------- 

 

Apple Fields was an old seventeen-acre farm, located smack in the middle of Westbury-on-

Trym, a POSH residential suburb of Bristol. It catered for a broad spectrum of residents: Some 

were „mentally handicapped‟, others mal-adjusted, a few small time criminals. And so far, 

we‟re just talking about the staff. 

 

Below is part of a letter, which I wrote to Lanny.  It‟s a good introduction to my life at Apple 

Fields. 

 

 

 Dear Lanny,                                                                                                                                     

Feb 7/78   

 

I am still up to my ears in child-care, working with emotionally disturbed & mentally 

handicapped kids. I enjoy the work more & more, but boy it‟s a grind, mentally and physically 

exhausting. Part of my duties are those of a Biodynamic gardener, working with the residents 

on the land. 
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We have 4 acres of veg, horses, chickens etc. However, I‟m more connected with the house and 

kids, because this, if anywhere, is where my special gifts lie. Am also into city life, and love it. 

(Museums, Rock, Restaurants, Movies) Bristol is fantastic, clean, sunny, thousands of pretty 

ladies.  

 

Good to hear that you‟re still into music. I often jam with a friend who plays jazz piano, and 

sing a lot.  

 

Working 70 to 80 hours/week doesn‟t leave a lot of spare time. My work is my life.  

 

By the way, I play one hell of a game of table tennis, lots of hot spins and forehand drives, it‟s 

part of my work. 

 

No one can fault you for being a materialist, as long as material gives you pleasure. There‟s an 

end to it, but until then, let the good times roll. I continue to meditate, and deepen my 

understanding. 

 

Am looking to the East, not the West. Perhaps we‟ll meet on the banks of the Ganges. 

 

My love to Leone and the Tribe,   Check Out,  Fleetwood Mac  „Rumors‟ ***** 

------------------------------------- 

 

Wolfgang and Sarah established Apple Fields and like Johannes and Jean in Scotland, were 

single-mindedly devoted to the work. However, unlike them, they were approachable, and 

willing to share a certain level of responsibility. Their commitment and integrity were beyond 

question.  They too were disciples of Rudolf Steiner.  (Old Rudolf seems to pop up everywhere 

in my story) 

 

Apple Fields was essentially a communist community, embedded within Britain‟s capitalist 

financial system. No one was paid a wage, but all basic material needs were taken care of. 

Food, shelter, clothing, dental and medical treatments, all were all seamlessly covered.  

 

Great, I was left to get on with the work, while somebody else paid the bills. This system suited 

me perfectly. I had spent many hard years scrambling for food and shelter, and here it was. 

Furthermore, it was socially useful and fulfilling work. Of course the system was flawed, but 

for now, lets look at its positive features. 

 

Wages normally make up a high proportion of the running costs of any caring profession. In 

addition, 20 or 30 percent of an individual‟s wages return to the state as taxes and National 

Insurance. Because we weren‟t paid wages, we were able to plow these savings back into the 

community. The residents benefited, and as far as I know, corruption was non-existent.  

 

Communal living, when well organized, is very efficient. One person, working hard, cooks for 

thirty-five, and that‟s it, until next week rolls „round. I always baked eight or ten loaves of 

bread at a time. Similarly, time and energy were saved on laundry and dishes. Whenever 

possible, co-workers and residents shared household and gardening duties. All of our meals 

were eaten communally, and the food was good. We grew huge quantities of fruit and veg, all 

of it organic. In the two weeks following my arrival, I made several hundred pounds of jam. 

That‟s a lot of blackberry picking.  

 

Had Sundays off, but otherwise was on deck, from morning to night.  

 

I was able to work with the most severely handicapped residents, a talent that can‟t be learned 

from a book, or understood in any rational way. You have it, or you don‟t. It‟s non-verbal and 
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intuitive. By, „non-verbal‟, I mean that the words you use aren‟t important. The tone of the 

voice, and the will behind it, are. Here‟s an instructive incident. 

 

We‟re gathered in the dinning room, just before the mid-day meal. The room is hot, and 

overcrowded. Suddenly Valerie, a young mother, with depressive and psychotic tendencies, 

becomes hysterical.  A number of workers try to calm her, but their efforts only drive the 

energy levels up, and Valerie screams louder. I quietly speak one sentence to her, and that is 

that. We settle down to a peaceful meal. 

 

Now, there‟s something to be learned here.  Namely, however well intentioned you might be, if 

you‟re caught up in the drama of the situation, you won‟t succeed. Wolfgang, ever the 

philosopher, was impressed, but also bemused by my success. He dismissed the „compassion 

motive‟, and figured I only wanted to „shut her up‟ and have a quiet meal. This wasn‟t too far 

from the truth. However, and more importantly, I didn‟t react to the charged atmosphere in the 

room. Perhaps nine months of meditation had helped. 

 

Here‟s another incident, which I observed, but was not directly involved in. It illustrates the 

nature of our work, and shows how only the toss of a coin separates the humorous from the 

tragic.  Don‟t think there‟s a „meditative‟ lesson to be learned, unless very strange things are 

going on in the mountains of Tibet. 

 

Joe is a likeable young lad, charming and generally co-operative. Unfortunately, when he flips, 

he flips bigtime. Today, Andy has him moving manure from the top end of the field, towards the 

house. Joe would rather be chatting-up Marcie, in the kitchen. With each load, he grumbles 

and rumbles, just that little bit more. Then, he suddenly takes off across the lawn, running with 

a heavy wheelbarrow of cow shit. He‟s spiting, fuming, and yelling, bouncing along. At the 

edge of the lawn, there‟s a steep incline, which we‟ve planted with raspberries. Over he goes, 

still holding on to the barrow of shit, cartwheeling through the berries, head over heels. By 

some miracle, he isn‟t injured. We are all now laughing, even Joe. „Cow Shit Therapy‟, works 

every time. 

 

During my second summer at Apple Fields, I was asked to take Tom on a two-week holiday to 

Paris. We stayed with his mother, in a nice house, complete with gardener, nanny and cook. 

Sounds like a great assignment and you might well wonder how I got it.  Simple.  No one else 

would spend two days with Tom, let alone two weeks.  

 

What was my secret?  Well, once again, very simple. If he got too far out of line, I belted him. 

Now, before you phone the Social Services, let me briefly defend myself. Tom was bigger, 

stronger and faster than I was. Furthermore, if it weren‟t for me, he would have been heavily 

sedated, and locked up in a mental institution. As it was, he seemed to be happy. A very 

beautiful young man, liked by everyone. I‟ll return later to the question of „therapeutic 

violence‟, but for now, let‟s away to „gay Paris‟. 

 

Tom is fourteen, athletic and boyishly handsome, with a Julia Roberts smile. He can‟t speak, 

but laughs a lot, and has a good sense of humor. We are standing in a long line, waiting to 

climb the Eiffel Tower. I‟ve learned from experience, that there are times „not to be with him‟. 

This is one of those times, so I stand well off to the side, obliquely keeping an eye on him. 

Behind Tom, in the line, is a sturdy, big-busted, middle-aged woman.  Smiling warmly, Tom 

turns around, takes a breast in each hand, and gives them a friendly squeeze. Laughing, the 

woman elbows her husband, and says, in a loud American accent, “John, did you see that?”  

 

Might have turned out differently. With Tom, you took your chances.  

 

So we climb up the tower. I‟m on a whapping expense account, but still won‟t pay for the 

elevator to the top. One must have principles.  
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On arriving, we‟re presented with a terrific view of Paris. I‟m impressed: Tom‟s ecstatic. He 

places his hands on the railing, which surrounds the platform, and begins to leap up into the 

air, his head projecting way out over the edge. At the highest point of each jump, his body is 

horizontal. 

 

 7 out of 10 for difficulty, 5 for presentation, points deducted for screaming and yelling.  

 

No one intervenes.  Time for an ice cream.   

 

And now to answer the question.  Should one physically punish a mentally handicapped person, 

in order to modify their behavior in a positive way? After many years, and much experience, 

I‟ve come to believe that violence damages the „therapist‟. Ones motives are impossible to 

untangle. It is a dangerous path to go down. Sometimes, you just have to accept that the 

handicapped person is beyond help.  Tom was eventually locked away. We were all very sad, 

but his time had come.  

------------------------------------- 

 

Apple Fields was a radical sociological experiment. Because of the long hours and difficult 

work, it was necessary for us to function as family members, rather than individuals. 

Instinctively, you begin to look out for the other person. It‟s a nice way to live.  Such a 

community falls apart when self-interests begin to dominate.  

 

The work was interesting and productive, the meals good, the social environment supportive, 

the setting beautiful. So then, what was wrong?  

 

Well, we all worked too hard. On one occasion, because of holiday absences, I worked for 

twelve days, without a break. Finally, went to the owner, Sarah, and insisted on taking a day 

off. She broke down crying, sobbing to no one in particular, “O when am I going to find 

someone to stand beside me?” Gads, I‟d been there for the last twelve days. Also, and this is 

telling, she had just taken a month off, because of nervous exhaustion.  

 

And here we begin to see beneath the surface. Some people were more equal than others. When 

it came to privilege and influence, there were circles within circles, and at the center, Wolfgang 

and Sarah.  It was they who made the initial investment to buy the house and land. Fair enough, 

I‟d want to run the show, having put up half a million. But here‟s the trick. In order to get 

everyone to work ridiculously hard, you must create the „illusion of democracy‟. True, many 

decisions were made by consensus, but not the important ones. Here‟s a concrete example.  

 

We desperately needed two new co-workers.  

 

From out of nowhere, it was announced that Brigitta, and her two young children were coming 

to live in the house. I felt let down and abandoned. We would be looking after them!  Certainly, 

they wouldn‟t be helping us. Brigitta was an Anthroposophist, a disciple of Rudolf Steiner.  As 

such, she was a member of the inner circle, and warranted being „looked after‟. Most of us 

didn‟t give a tinker‟s toot about Anthroposophy, but we were generating the income that 

supported her family. Brigitta was dependent on a seriously flawed economic model. She could 

only be supported by workers who didn‟t have a family.   Young people gave two or three 

years of their lives, were burned out, and then replaced.  

 

We started with a stable co-worker group, but one by one, people twigged, and dissatisfaction 

grew.  Finally, a gunfight broke out. I dove for cover, but Andy got both barrels.  

 

He practiced Transcendental Meditation and I did Vipassana. So, why was Andy the target? 

Well, he had two young children, living with his former partner in Bristol. Occasionally, Andy 
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wanted to buy „little things‟ for them, like a Christmas or birthday present. This led to a 

question of commitment. Basically, it came down to, “Andy, are you an Anthroposophist?”  

 

Things got truly absurd, turning into a modern day witch-hunt. Wolfgang gave a couple of 

discourses on the dangers of Transcendental Meditation. That‟s like saying daffodils are evil.  

At the same time, nobody criticized me for practicing Vipassana, but then, I didn‟t have 

children.  

 

Andy was a disciple of the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi 

 

 

 

Felt it wise to opt out of the inquisition, and took a few of the more able residents to a youth 

club on the nights when meetings were held. Would get back to find the house cold as a 

morgue. No one told me exactly what was happening but people often fell silent when I entered 

a room. Fine by me, it was safer not being involved.  

 

By springtime, every single co-worker had decided to leave. Ten people, who had worked well 

together for two years, were going. Ultimately, it would be the residents who suffered.  

 

At the heart of Apple Fields was a flawed financial system, which only looked after the long-

term welfare of those few Anthroposophists who held the levers of power.  At least there was a 

degree of overt honesty about it.  As Sarah said: “That‟s how it is, and that‟s how it‟s going to 

be.” 

------------------------------------- 

 

Meditation was a pretext for putting pressure on Andy, so it might be fun to take a look at his 

practice.  As it happens, I knew better than most, what he was up to. 

 

Andy and I are meditating in the loft of the barn. Just outside, a few of the younger children are 

playing basketball. They‟re making the kind of noise that happily playing children make, and 

I‟m hardly aware of them. But, suddenly, Andy jumps up, rushes over to the window, and in a 

loud, aggressive voice shouts, “Will you kids SHUT UP, we‟re trying to meditate here”.  

 

Andy was a wee bit short of equanimity. 

 

And here, continuing with the meditation theme, is something that happened in my tiny flat, 

several years after moving out of Apple Fields. 
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There‟s not a lot of room, but how much room do you need to meditate? Andy has just spent a 

week, and several hundred pounds, learning to „fly‟. After ten minutes of silent meditation, I 

can feel the energy levels in the room rising, like somebody‟s blowing up a balloon, and it‟s 

about to burst. Then there is a „wissh‟ and thump. Andy has shifted two feet!  

 

Once again close my eyes and once again the energy levels begin to rise.  This time I decide to 

peek. Andy‟s sitting in the Lotus posture when suddenly he expels a rush of air, his legs jerk 

„grasshopper fashion‟, and he leaps in a low arc across the room. Then he puts his hands down 

and maneuvers back to the original blastoff point, then repeats the procedure several more 

times.  

 

It‟s a tiny space, and Andy‟s big. I can see the newspaper headlines:   

 

‘Care Worker Crushed by Flying Meditator’. 

 

Decided to get things straight. “Look Andy”, says I, “If you leap about like that, I ain‟t gonna 

meditate with you no more”.   

 

And that was that, he flew off in one direction, and I, more prosaically, walked off in another.  
 

                    

The Maharishi progressed from Mantras to selling flying lessons.  

 

     Some felt that his motives were other than spiritual.      
 

 

 

 

Going to do a bit of hoping about myself.  Want to return to Apple Fields, in order to paint a 

more complete picture of the work we were doing there. 

 

At times, it could be dangerous. One maladjusted lad threw me backward across the kitchen. 

Just missed the corner of the sink and went flying into the dining room, piling into tables and 

chairs. Could have put me in a wheel-chair for life.  

 

On another occassion: 

 

It‟s my day off. I‟m having a quick bowl of porridge, before going into Bristol to see friends. 

Shawn is grumbling at Ali while they‟re doing the breakfast dishes. He‟s a big teenager, but Ali 

is bigger, and built like a prizefighter. Suddenly, Shawn is laid out, face down on the kitchen 

floor, blood seeping from his mouth. It happened in a blur, although I did hear Shawn‟s jaw 

snap, as Ali connected.  Risky place, the kitchen. 
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Ali did have a softer side. One afternoon, he slipped off to Westbury, to do a bit of shopping. 

Now Westbury, as I‟ve mentioned before, was POSH. You could be banned from certain cafes, 

for failing to hold up your pinky while drinking tea.  

 

Well, Ali had something other than tea in mind. Somehow, he got into the front window of a 

ladies‟ clothing shop, undressed the mannequins, and dressed himself in their underwear. I‟m 

sure it was most tastefully done, his hairy chest and thighs, discreetly covered.  Every shop in 

Westbury had our number. The call came through and we went and got him. People were 

remarkably tolerant. One of our young boys made numerous raids on a cake shop. The staff 

learned to expect him Saturday mornings. 

 

Won‟t tell you about the time Marcie stripped off to the waist, and ran about in the rain, 

entertaining everyone. Marcie was a co-worker, not a resident. 

------------------------------------- 

 

I worked a six-day week, but still managed to make many friends in Bristol, and knew the city 

well. On my day off, I was quickly out the door, and didn‟t return until the following morning. 

This raised a few eyebrows at the breakfast table. Wasn‟t drugs, alcohol, or women, so what the 

heck was I doing?  

 

Well, on my first day off, I met George. He recognized me from a meditation course, and we 

quickly became friends. George introduced me to Judy, who I‟d also met on a meditation 

course.  Judy eventually became my wife, although a long way down the line.  The mills of God 

grind slowly, but exceedingly fine.  

 

Soon, I knew a lot of people, most with their heads screwed on. The foundation stones of my 

present life were securely in place those thirty-three years ago. I hope you don‟t think that all I 

did was sit around and contemplate my navel.  Most of my friends did not meditate.  I hate 

being surrounded by a closed circle of people, all spouting the same worn-out cliches.  Kills off 

genuine inquiry. 

 

After two years, I left Apple Fields and found a tiny place of my own in Clifton.  Bristol‟s a big 

city, but luckily, most of my friends lived nearby.  

 

Got a good recommendation from Apple Fields as someone, “Caring But Firm”.  Didn‟t take 

me long to find work at St Christopher‟s, which was yet another Steiner inspired institutions. St 

Christopher‟s was a school for mentally handicapped children, which had a half-dozen 

residential homes associated with it. I was hired as a „night nurse‟ in Hampton Lodge, with sole 

responsibility for thirty-five children. 

 

This meant working four twelve-hour nights each week. Jerry, the manager, told me that I 

could sleep at night, if the house was settled. What he didn‟t tell me was that the night staff 

were literally having nervous breakdowns, even those who only worked a three-day week. One 

lady cracked up during the night, and was found in the morning, sitting on the floor in a daze. 

My guess is that Jerry thought I wouldn‟t get to do much sleeping. They paid me very well. 

Many of my predecessors had gone under, and they didn‟t want to loose another. The first six 

weeks were murder. 

 

The place was a „rabbit warren‟, which I prowled during the night, suppressing one rebellion 

after another. Do rabbits rebel? Well, these sure did. Was lucky to get one or two hours sleep a 

night, and that was fitful. Also, had trouble sleeping at home, because my routine kept flipping 

between nights and days. But, I was saving loads of money, and the banks were paying 14% 

interest: Wasn‟t going to quit. 
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Gradually, the children settled down. I‟ve always been good at breaking a problem into its 

constituent parts, and methodically working through them. If a dormitory was disruptive, I‟d sit 

on a table, in the middle of the room, in the dark, for hours and hours. Eventually, even the 

most determined troublemaker would give up and go to sleep. I was also lucky, because two of 

the worst offenders were sent to other houses. A critical point was passed, and after that, the 

nights became progressively quieter. By nine, it was quiet, by ten everyone was sleeping, at 

eleven, I got undressed and went to sleep myself. Problems were few, and I usually made it 

through the night undisturbed. From Bedlam to bliss, in four months. Everyone benefited, and 

this can not be overstated. The kids were happier, and the day staff found their work less 

stressful. Everybody knew that I was sleeping through the night, but no one was going to rock 

the boat. The manager even provided me with a „night diary‟, which I dutifully filled out with 

phantom inspection rounds.   

 

What a good job. The house-parents got the children into their pajamas and sorted their rooms. 

I just had to make the rounds, chatting with them, until they went sleepy-byes. So many happy 

little faces. Back then, I took it all for granted, but today, I realize that for two years, mine was 

the last face they saw before going to sleep, and the first to greet them in the morning. Here‟s a 

touching little story. 

 

Very soon, I‟ll be leaving St Christopher‟s, but as of yet, the children don‟t know. I‟m making 

the rounds, tucking in a few of the girls. No one in this room can speak, but I chatter away, like 

always. As I‟m heading out the door, Shola looks at me and says, “Goodnight Mr. Jim”. She is 

a beautiful, twelve-year-old black girl. I‟m stunned. In two years, she ain‟t said boo.  

 

These autistic kids don’t go rushing into relationships. 

 

 

 

 

St. Christopher‟s was the third Steiner inspired care home that I‟d worked in. As a matter of 

interest, Anthroposophical institutions tended to form closed loops. My daughter, Iris, went to a 

Steiner school. One of her classmates lived at Apple Fields, another was the daughter of a 

manager at St. Christopher‟s. For that matter, I briefly taught at Iris‟s school. The webs were 

wide and tangled. This was fine until conflicts surfaced, and then it got sticky. You could easily 

wind up confronting a friend. I wasn‟t a political infighter, but would soon have to be. 
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However, for now, come with me into Bristol. I have lots of time, lots of money, a nice little 

flat and many friends to visit.  

 

Went kite-flying three or four times a week. Got extremely good with two-string stunt kites, 

taking them through impossible loops and dives. They flew in ways that challenged the laws of 

physics. 

  

Turned my room into a workshop. When in full production, one couldn‟t move for fabric and 

bamboo. Judy came round one evening, when I was in the middle of making a huge parafoil. 

There I was, sitting cross-legged on a table, stuffing acres of nylon through a sewing machine.  

 

“Er, common in, if you can.” Wasn‟t much of a host in those days, but plenty of people still 

came by.  When a project was over and equipment stored away, I had enough room to entertain 

two people, even three, if someone sat under the table.  

 

My little flat in Clifton was the beginning of a weekly meditation tradition, which still carries 

on. George and I got very excited when, Pete Douglas showed up, swelling our group to three. 

Pete was one of the „caftan-clad hippies‟, who had banged on John Coleman‟s door and insisted 

that he teach meditation in England.  

 

Pete later became a conservative, highly respected member of the Bristol business 

community. 

 

------------------------------------------ 

 

Not a bad life. There was always someone to go kite flying with, and many friends with whom 

to pass the time.  Louise lived next door. I liked her because of the way she drank soup from a 

thermos, and didn‟t bother to wipe away the orange mustache painted across her upper lip. 

From behind, it looked like she had two basketballs stuffed into her back pockets. This too, had 

a certain appeal. Louise invited me to a concert, featuring a renowned Japanese master of the 

Shakuhachi. 
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The auditorium is packed, hushed into a reverential silence. There can‟t be ten people in the 

audience who have ever listened to Japanese music, but everyone is determined to „appreciate‟ 

it.  

 

Maybe this guy is a master, but an hour of whistles and breathy grunts is stretching my good 

will to the limit. Finally the concert ends and everyone stands and applauds enthusiastically. I 

too am on my feet, swept up by the moment. Then, just as the tumult begins to die, I shout out, 

“Origami, origami … origami”. Louise shifts, ever so slightly, away from me.  

 

We remained friends for many years, although I can‟t remember going to another concert with 

her.  

 

The Japanese master must have returned home bemused. 

 

 

--------------------------------------- 

 

 

Often went to the cinema with Judy. She quickly learned that I was the sort of guy who would 

spare no expense, and really knew how to show a lady a good time. Always took a thermos of 

tea, complete with milk and sugar. If it was an afternoon film, there would also be peanut-

butter and jam butties. Judy claimed that sometimes it would only be bread and butter, but I 

don‟t believe this. Anyway, cloaked in the sheltering darkness of the cinema, we‟d sip our 

steaming cups of tea. This was the first of many guilty pleasures. 

 

Quite unexpectedly, I received sad news from Canada. My father underwent a routine operation 

for a growth on his neck, which left him almost completely paralyzed. Our family has been 

astonishingly unlucky. Both dad and I had polio when we were one-year old. Mary had a bout 

of mental illness in her early twenties. Mom had many operations for cancer, and was never 

mentally well balanced. Now dad, just retired, and expecting years of puttering about in the 

garden, was flat on his back in hospital. I made a short visit to Canada and went to the spinal 

unit where dad was recovering. He was positive and alert, but clearly knew that things were 

unlikely to get much better. Nevertheless he said to me, “At least I‟ve been lucky, it happened 

at the end of my life”. Polio at one, father killed when he was five, mother died in insane 

asylum, son gets polio, wife‟s a neurotic „nut-case‟, yet he considered himself lucky? He had 
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watched sunlight dance over the River, grew the finest tomatoes in Eagle Place, and read much 

of Dickens and Shakespeare.  

 

Alas, it wasn‟t a pleasant visit. The truth is, my father and I weren‟t antagonistic, we were 

strangers.  

 

I prefer to remember dad from distant, and much more pleasant times. 

 

Here we are on holiday down at the lake. 

 

I can still remember the smell of diesel oil, and the flash of Sunfish by the dam. 

 

 

Anyway, I went back to Bristol, where time wound on. 

 

 

My holidays, were devoted to extended periods of meditation.  The turmoil of earlier courses 

was left behind, and new insights began to emerge.  Thus far, what I have said about our 

practice is understandable. You might, quite reasonable, decide that it doesn‟t sound helpful, 

but at least the concepts are vaguely familiar. However, the following takes us into realms 

where language breaks down. 

 

It is the evening of the seventh day, and my concentration is virtually unbroken. My mind 

attempts to escape into thought, but is quickly brought back to the task at hand, „observing 

sensations within the body‟. Thoughts begin to form, but they are cut off, one or two words into 

a sentence. Because these sentences are fractured and incoherent, I cease to identify with the 

„being‟ who is thinking. Whoever the thinker is, it isn‟t me. Whoever „I‟ am, I continue moving 

my consciousness through the body. This becomes easier. The body is a light liquid, flowing 
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and changing. Consciousness flows with it. Very little work needs to be done: only gentle care 

and attention is required. Finally, nothing is „done‟. It all happens automatically. What 

originally seemed a directed process, now appears a machine, running happily, by itself. 

Clearly, there is consciousness, but the meditator isn‟t at home. After so many years hard work, 

it now turns out nobody was ever doing anything. This „state‟ is seductively enjoyable, but 

inevitably decays. The meditator returns, „almost‟ to square one. There is a mountain yet to 

climb. 

 

For those of you interested in Buddhist philosophy, the above corresponds to a direct 

experience of  Annata.                                               

(No self, no soul, no center) 

 

 

Back in Bristol, life was pleasant, but without direction.  There was no point in endlessly piling 

up money.  Five thousand pounds can buy a lot of peanut butter sandwiches. So I wrote to 

Lanny and Leone, and asked if I could spend the summer at their place.  

 

What was I doing, moving to a very conservative area of Canada? Well, Brantford was 

beautiful in the summer, much, much nicer than Bristol. It would be a good place to stop and 

think things over. Then too, my family was in Brantford. Mom was now living alone, and I 

hardly knew her.  

 

Also, there were choices to be made: Judy or Louise, Mexico or India?  Got to admit that I 

wasn‟t entirely happy with more travelling.  Another trip to the East would put me right back 

where I was now, only a year older.  

 

Lanny and Leone had a beautiful old house, on a leafy, quiet street, five-minutes from the 

River. A wide, wooden verandah ran along the entire front of the house. Here, I was to spend 

many a peaceful summer‟s evening.  

 

Bought bicycle, found dad‟s old tennis racket, and began what amounted to a fitness regime. 

Hit a tennis-ball up against a wall, one or two hours every day. Loved it. Got up early and 

sorted out the kitchen after L and L went to work. This was my only contribution to the 

household cleaning, but there were five of us, and the kitchen always needed sorting out. Lanny 

cut the lawn, but behaved as though land mines might be scattered around the kitchen. He 

wasn‟t given to overexerting himself at home. One evening, Leone was doing the dishes. 

 

Lanny and I are stretched out in the living room. I have the settee, Lanny the large reclining 

armchair. Immediately before us is a coffee table, bearing ashtray, cigarettes and lighter. 

Lanny wants a fag but is too lazy to reach forward, so …..“Leone, Cigarette.” 

 

Leone dries her hands, rushes in from the kitchen, lights a cigarette, and puts it in Lanny‟s 

mouth. Then she goes back to the dishes.  

 

Figure I may as well give it a try …“Leone, Blowjob” 

 

No response from Leone, but Lanny gives me a warning scowl. 
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------------------------------------- 

 

 

And so the summer passed. Dad was in a Nursing Home, an easy cycle ride away. I did see 

him, but not often. The visits were always strained. Each of us breathed a sigh of relief, when 

they ended. The following incident may shed some light on the situation. 

 

Mom has prepared supper, and dad‟s invited back from the nursing home. My sister Mary and 

I are also there. Dad‟s in a wheelchair, and has only limited use of one arm. I‟m standing, 

conscious of my height and freedom. Then and there, I find myself thinking: 

 

“Well, you can‟t hit me now.”  There was no one to whom I owed more, but it was this thought 

that surfaced. 

------------------------------------- 

 

The summer was long, and for the most part enjoyable, but it had to end.  So I sat down and 

wrote three letters. I was on a fishing expedition, just tossing out bait, hoping for a bite. 

 

In Bristol, there was a therapeutic community called The Ark, which I‟d often visited. I asked 

them if they would consider employing me. 

 

Also wrote a tentative letter to Louise, suggesting she might like to travel with me to Mexico. 

Finally, hedging my bets, I wrote to Judy. Didn‟t know it „till much later, but Judy met with 

Louise and together, they carved me up. It turns out that Louise valued me as a friend, but 

nothing more. So, there was one decision I didn‟t have to worry about. 

 

Got on a plane to England, but with a return ticket to Canada in my back pocket. Still had one 

eye on Mexico.  Louise picked me up at Heathrow, and offered to let me stay at her house, but I 

was soon off on a holiday to Wales with Judy.  Turned out to be our honeymoon, which 

preceded the wedding by five years. 

 

My arrival at The Ark was well timed. One of the current co-workers wanted to leave, but was 

reluctant to do so without a replacement, so I felt confident about getting the job. Frankly, they 

were unlikely to find anyone else with my skill and experience, although they must have looked 

around, because it was several weeks before the job was mine.  
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In the interim, I had plenty to keep me occupied, around at Judy’s. 

 

 

 

 

Mary and Robert had started The Ark, three years before my arrival. Some time earlier, they 

were also instrumental in setting up Apple Fields.  Word was that they had left Apple Fields 

under a cloud, but I avoided asking questions.  Preferred to keep my head in the sand. 

 

Before getting into the „sticky stuff‟, I must emphasize that The Ark provided a high level of 

care.  The co-workers were exceptionally dedicated and hard working.  However, as at Apple 

Fields, the financial superstructure was flawed.   

 

The Ark was an independent charity, with a Management Committee, supposedly answerable to 

the Charity Commissioners, and ultimately to the British taxpayer. However, the lawyers, 

accountants, architects and „friends‟ on the Management Committee, all knew each other, and 

traveled in tight circles.  

 

In the beginning, everyone was honest, and the interests of the handicapped residents 

paramount. But, Mary and Robert had worked selflessly for ten years, and wanted a way out, 

for themselves and their two children. It was at this point, that the carefully selected 

Management Committee became important. 
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From the first week, it was evident to me that a lot of money was sloshing about.  

 

Local Authorities paid The Ark a substantial monthly fee to care for „problem individuals‟. In 

this sense, The Ark was no different from a hundred other Care Homes in Bristol. However, 

unlike most other homes, we did not pay ourselves a wage. Just as at Apple Fields, the wages, 

taxes and National Insurance savings were ploughed back into the care of the residents.  

 

Very quickly, The Ark‟s mortgage was paid off and there was money to play with. I was 

shocked to find co-workers booking expensive summer holidays. Two weeks in France, two 

weeks in Spain, that sort of thing: more than I‟d spent in a year in India. They reasoned that all 

their hard work justified a decent holiday.  This was perhaps true, but it took clever accounting 

to make it look as though we all made less than £1,700 a year. Any idiot knows that no one, 

making so little, goes on a foreign holiday.  There was an orderly line of pigs at the trough, who 

soon would be pushing and shoving for more. 

 

For the most part, I was reluctant to take advantage of the „leaky‟ accounting system. I didn‟t 

take a foreign holiday, but for a short while, Judy and I ate too many meals in restaurants. 

Residential co-workers could legitimately eat for free, as part of their work. We got into the 

habit of charging restaurant meals to The Ark‟s budget. Everyone was at it. Just about anything 

could be written off against Community Running Expenses.  As Robert said, “It‟s a gray area”.  

 

The only thing that made it „gray‟ was we could get away with it. There was a lot of petty-cash. 

You just went into the office, took £20, had a meal, then threw the receipt into a great big box. 

Seven workers throwing in scraps of paper for a month meant that the accountant was snowed 

under.  He once said to Mary, “Two thousand pounds a month is not petty-cash”.  I suggested a 

system for keeping track of the receipts, but Mary liked it the way it was, “hard to follow”.  

 

Why did I let this pass? Well, because at the time, I was over worked, with a dozen pressing 

areas of responsibility, and didn‟t understand the significance of what was going on. With 

hindsight, it‟s crystal clear. Workers drove cars, bought petrol, went on holidays, sent their 

children to private schools, all with no appreciable income. Worse was to come.  

 

However, the worst didn‟t come all at once. It crept up. I‟d like to tell a nice linear story, but 

life‟s not like that.  The good, the bad, the mundane and the uplifting were all jumbled together.  

So I‟ll have to paint a confused picture, and hope an overall pattern emerges. 
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Chapter 7    

 

Going Straight 

 

From the beginning, Judy worked alongside me, helping out when we were short-handed and 

gradually taking on greater responsibility.  She was more than pleased when, at a staff meeting, 

we affirmed her official role within the community.  

 

I worked with another co-worker supervising a painting and decorating group.  People with 

learning difficulties, and pots of paint, do not go well together.  We would go into homes and 

stroll about, tracking puddles of paint over unprotected carpets. It‟s not surprising that my 

fellow co-worker developed an ulcer, and had to leave the community.  

 

So, I found myself in sole charge of The Merry Paint Splashers but was rescued when The Hill 

View Community asked us for help. Hill View was a collection of four families sharing two 

homes on fourteen acres of land. They had a large walled garden, almost ruined by neglect, but 

its potential was immediately evident to me, so I took control and developed it over a seven-

year period.  

 

A word about Robert. He wasn‟t clever, but did instinctively know how to use the public school 

Old Boys‟ network.  In the garden, we worked side-by-side, but our worlds barely overlapped. 

He knew little about growing vegetables, but most people on the Management Committee 

thought he was running the garden. That‟s the way he worked things.  

 

Year after year, the boundaries of the garden were pushed back. It was a valuable therapeutic 

facility. Everyone, staff and residents alike, welcomed the opportunity to put in a day‟s work. 

In the summer, the garden grew enough fruit and veg to supply both Hill View and The Ark.  

 

With two acres of orchard and an acre of garden, there was a lot of work to be done, but I still 

managed to do a course in organic gardening, and began studying for the Royal Horticultural 

Society exams. I‟d come a long way from those after-school chats with my dad.   

 

Before returning to the intrigue at The Ark, let me treat you to a few: 

 

Bizarre Gardening Accidents 
 

It has taken us days to dig around a large tree stump, and cut through the roots anchoring it to 

a steep slope. We attach ropes to the stump, with the intention of slowly pulling it over. Like an 

idiot, I‟m standing on the downhill side, offering expert advice. My four helpers take off like a 

team of horses, snapping the stump free and rolling it over me on its way down the hill. Didn‟t 

even have time to yell “STOP”. Wasn‟t hurt, not a scratch. 

---------------------------------- 

 

Five of us are mixing compost near a stone wall. Suddenly, in a fit of rage, Paul hurls his 

garden fork. It pings off the wall and whistles between us like a four-pronged spear. Could 

have nailed anyone, but missed. 

---------------------------------- 

 

It is a bitterly cold winter‟s day but never mind, there‟s a roaring fire in the lounge, and ten 

tons of manure to shift. The farmer has dumped it by the house, and it‟s a wheelbarrow job 

down to the garden. We all like this work, and are keen to move the whole pile today.  There‟s 

an eight by four sheet of steel pinned under the pile, one edge sticking dangerously up. As the 

manure is gradually taken away, we try to work it loose. At lunchtime, most of the steel plate is 

exposed, but it remains frozen in position.  
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Just finishing a cup of tea, I look out the lounge window and see Jeff trying to work the steel 

free. He‟s lifting hard on one end, and has it bent up, waist high. Suddenly, his feet shoot out on 

the frozen ground, and he‟s suspended horizontally in space. Then the sheet springs back, 

propelling him face forwards towards the ground, where he strikes his head on the edge of the 

steel. Knocked himself clean out, but recovered.  

 

Meanwhile, Back At the Bunkhouse 

 

Mary asked me to help her with the bookkeeping, but soon I was doing it on my own. The 

monthly accounts were tedious, but presented no conceptual difficulties. I was also The Ark‟s 

financial representative on the Management Committee.  

 

Found myself in a tricky position.  It was natural to be loyal to the people I lived with, but at 

the same time, I was legally responsible to the Charity Commissioners.  For several years, this 

wasn‟t a problem. Our finances were dodgy, but within reasonable bounds.  

 

However, difficulties began to emerge. Mary was looking for a way out, but with no 

qualifications, no savings, no severance package, and two small children, possibilities were 

few.  I suggested a way that she and Robert could legally leave the Community, and take a 

small amount of capital with them. This was incredibly naïve.   

 

They had long-term plans, involving much more. As mentioned before, the Management 

Committee was packed with close friends. It was more like an extended family than a legal 

body. I was uneasy, but had no idea where things were heading.  Eventually, however, all of the 

workers including Judy and I, were suspicious. 

 

“You can‟t fool all of the people, all of the time.” 

 

It was decided to buy a flat for Mary‟s family. Several people on the Management Committee 

questioned this, but they were friends, so didn‟t pursue the matter.  

 

As The Ark‟s financial representative, I accompanied Robert to arrange a mortgage. At this 

meeting, he told several blatant lies. As soon as we were alone, I insisted that he straighten 

things out with the Bank, and again made my position clear at a staff meeting the next day. 

Battle-lines were now drawn. 

 

Fortunately, a nice opportunity arose for Judy and me. The Ark had a second house, West View, 

consisting of five flats for capable, but not yet independent residents. We moved in as 

managers. The infighting at The Ark was intense, but we could now escape to our own flat. 

Judy did an excellent job as West View‟s manager, and occupied an unassailable position on 

the Management Committee.  

 

Now more secure, I convened a staff meeting, which excluded Mary and Robert, and showed 

how much money was being spent supporting their family. They accounted for a high 

percentage of staff expenditures and expected privileges that they wouldn‟t dream of granting 

to anyone else. Most importantly, unknown to us, they intended to split, their chief concern 

being how much they could take with them.  

 

Quite unexpectedly, Robert announced that they wanted to buy the flat.  Soon, aided by the 

Management Committee, they bought it from The Ark, at what seemed to many a very low 

price. 

 

Robert still had a problem, as no one at The Ark would work with him. So he set out to 

establish a youth work scheme, funded by government money. I wasn‟t the only one to notice 
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that this program would be competing with my gardening project. Clearly, I was a problem that 

Robert intended to get rid of. In this he failed miserably.  I worked hard to raise the profile of 

my own project, and Robert‟s youth work scheme collapsed.  

 

 

 

Wasn‟t much later that Mary and Robert sold their flat at a substantial profit, and went to 

Australia, never to return. I‟m not suggesting karmic retribution, but they did pay a high price 

for their escape. When I first knew them, they were an admired and respected couple. By the 

end, some people would cross the road rather than pass them on the street. 

---------------------------------- 

 

Judy and I could have done things better.   At the time, caught up in the drama of this long-

running battle, we talked a great deal, but did little. Could have written to the Charity 

Commissioners and asked for an investigation. However, almost any direct action would have 

hurt the residents. For many years, during this infighting, we protected the lives of those in our 

care. It‟s a terrible thing to say, but perhaps Mary and Robert were counting on this. 

 

I had come a long way from bartering over onions on the streets of Benares, and learned an 

important lesson. I wasn‟t a natural infighter.  Never got involved in similar conflicts again. 

---------------------------------- 

 

 

By the way, don‟t get the idea that all we did was fight over money. The Mary and Robert story 

evolved slowly, over years, during which time the Community flourished, and the good times 

far outnumbered the bad. Here are a few stories which paint a fuller picture of our lives.  

 

The national elections have arrived. Thirteen of us trudge off to the polling station. Half the 

gang can‟t read, and absolutely no one knows anything about politics.   

 

Polling stations are a bit like churches. This one is hushed and orderly, but our gang spill in, 

animated and noisy. We actually instruct the residents to vote Labour, and accompany some 

into the booths to „assist‟. Got a few disapproving glances, but this is England, nobody‟s going 

to make a fuss. Neil ignores our instructions, and insists on his democratic rights. He votes for 

a politician with the same name as his favorite DJ. It‟s an enjoyable afternoon, a bit of fun, 

nothing more. 
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Our Best Efforts Could Not Prevent This Victory 

 

 

 

---------------------------------- 

 

There are no television sets in The Ark. Rudolf Steiner is dead, but somehow makes his 

disapproval of such devices known. Liz, a resident in her late teens, was both resourceful and 

rebellious. One afternoon, we began to wonder where she had disappeared to.  Wasn‟t in her 

room, or was she? A muffled sound was coming from the wardrobe. In it was Liz, hunched on a 

tiny stool, staring at a television, only a foot from her face. 

 

Not long after this, television came to The Ark. Won‟t engage in The Great TV Debate. I only 

assert one incontrovertible fact: „Television is by far the cheapest care-worker you can employ‟.  

 

 

An Unexpected Arrival 

 

Judy and I were soon the only staff remaining from the „old days‟. We were comfortable, with 

a nice little flat and well-adjusted residents to keep an eye on. 

 

And then, Judy got pregnant! Well, anyone can make a mistake. We had failed to take 

precautions 2,783 times. Both of us were happy and excited, but it meant big changes. First, get 

married. 

 

Neither of us wanted a lavish wedding. We had known each other for ages and lived together 

for five years, fully intending to be a couple for the rest of our lives. The marriage was more a 

celebration of Judy‟s pregnancy, and the not too distant expected birth.  
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Wedding photos show Judy discretely covering her ‘bump’, with a corsage. 

 

 

 

Two close friends accompanied us to the registry office. That made a grand total of four. Judy 

didn‟t even tell her parents, until a few days after the event. The ceremony was relaxed and 

mercifully brief. We spilled out into the bright, autumn air, and went to a nearby Indian 

restaurant, where I bought the four of us a meal. Love had turned me into a mad, extravagant 

fool.  

 

By co-incidence, two fellow meditators were sitting at the next table. Odd that, but perfectly 

apt. Judy and I were to spend many years together, guided in part, by insights gained through 

meditation. Our marriage wasn‟t always easy, but it was honest and compassionate.  

 

Our current flat was far too small for a baby. Judy would soon be out of a job, and that meant 

looking for somewhere else to live. We found a house in St Andrews which frightened me. I‟d 

lived for twenty years, sleeping on floors, in cramped conditions, and could still remember the 

peasant villages of India. This was a three-story house, with a garage and large back garden. 

Seemed like too much. Fortunately, Judy took control, and signed on the dotted line. 

 

The midwife came round.  She wasn‟t keen on bending down to a mattress on the floor and 

insisted that Judy have a bed, so I transformed the The Painting and Decorating Group into a 

Woodworking Group.  

 



 136 

Converted the garage into a workshop and set up a production line. Power tools and mentally 

handicapped adolescents are a tricky mix. The „Health and Safety‟ boys would have had a fit. 

But, avoiding bloodshed, we built two beds, and very good beds they were. The „baby‟ still 

sleeps in one of them, although she‟s now twenty-six.  

 

I began converting scrap wood into more beds, tables, shelves and garden furniture. Even built 

a bench for the neighbor‟s front garden, where I now sit in the late afternoon sun. But I digress. 

Better return to Judy, patiently waiting to have our baby. 

 

Iris arrived in the early morning of February the 8
th

, 1986. 

 

 

 

It was a long, exhausting labor, but fortunately with no complications for either Judy or Iris.  

Everyone with a new-borne child knows: Suddenly, you life changes, forever. In my case, 

that‟s saying something. Wasn‟t so long ago I was thinking about disappearing again into the 

Mexican jungle. My world now contained two other people, and they weren‟t going away. 

 

I continued in the garden, but it was becoming a long, hard slog. Took an hour to get to work 

and an hour to get back, much of this time walking up and down, high, steep hills. Needed to 

find an alternative. Social work was a natural choice. I had known many social workers over 

the years, and had helped to train a few, so had no doubts about being able to do the work. This 

confidence got me into deep trouble at Bristol University. 

 

Interviewer: “Tell me, Mr. West, what strategies will you employ in order to deal with the 

stresses encountered in Social Work?” 

 

Jim: “Don‟t think I‟ll have to worry too much. I‟ve worked for twelve years with a great many 

difficult people, and have been quite successful. I‟ve also had considerable managerial 

responsibilities.” 
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Definitely not what they wanted to hear. Me, putting myself on the same level as a Bristol 

University academic. Didn‟t get on the course.  They would have liked to deport me! Never 

mind, there was always the Bristol Polytechnic.  

 

Alas, here again, my interview technique faltered, when I suggested the interviewer might be a 

racist.  Could have written the book about „What Not To Say in an Interview‟. Didn‟t get on this 

course either. Lucky thing too. Would have been a lousy Social Worker.  

 

That left teaching, but here things were much more promising. England was desperate for 

Physics and Mathematics teachers. If you could count to eleven, and knew the difference 

between concrete and mud, they wanted you. Went for an interview at The Bristol University 

Teachers‟ College, and I quickly got down to discussing electron flow.  

 

 

 

I was on home ground, and the interviewer knew it. Signed me up, then and there.  

 

Only needed a „Criminal Records‟ check. What luck, dozens of run-ins with cops, and no rap-

sheet in either England or Canada. The „Dice Gods‟ were smiling down.  

 

The course was tedious, with mind-numbing lectures. Those teaching us how to teach couldn‟t 

teach! I squirmed with frustration, boredom and anger, so simply didn‟t go to the lectures. This 

wasn‟t a problem. It was all just common sense. 

 

Essays were also easy. There were a limited number of books, in the library, all of which had 

been gone over fifty times. Each had the relevant points neatly underlined. Sweet Jesus, I didn‟t 

even have to read them! During the lectures, I sat in the library and wrote my essays. Got 

straight A‟s, a few with „Special Commendation‟. My final effort was entitled: „Essays and 

Lectures, A Complete Waste of Time for Trainee Teachers‟. Didn‟t please the tutor, but he still 

gave me an „A‟.  

 

Wasn‟t so cocky when it came to teaching practice. A classroom of thirty adolescents is 

intimidating. Handling them takes skill, and very importantly, experience. My legs almost 

buckled as I walked into school. Nothing, during many years of travel, had filled me with the 

same dread.  

 

Fortunately, I am a born entertainer. Scientific knowledge is important, but it‟s easily acquired. 

On the other hand, charisma can‟t be learned. It comes in many guises, but you either have it or 

you don‟t. Trouble is, you‟ve got to get the little buggers under control, in order to weave your 

spell. I did manage with the disruptive classes, but it wasn‟t easy. My tutor readily passed me, 

and said I might well make an exceptional teacher, but I wasn‟t so sure. Decided to look for a 

part-time teaching post. Didn‟t think I had the physical stamina to put in a five-day week.  
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None of the schools I‟d worked in made any concessions whatsoever for me being physically 

handicapped.  Everything, from walking down the corridors to writing on the blackboards, was 

more difficult, but I doubt anyone, in Admin, gave it a thought.  Life‟s niceties drop away when 

you‟re in a war zone. 

 

After a few discouraging interviews, I found myself applying at The Bristol Waldorf School. 

Yes, once again, I was being drawn into the embrace of Anthroposophy. The interview was a 

hoot. They kept asking me about Anthroposophy and my commitment to it. Personally, I‟d 

rather be committed to an insane asylum. My response was slightly more diplomatic, but 

nevertheless, one of the interviewers got up, and without saying a word, left the room.  

 

There were no other applicants but they still messed me about for weeks.  Must have searched 

the entire Western Hemisphere, looking for anyone who both understood Science and could 

spell Anthroposophy.  

 

Eventually, I was invited to join „the fairy people‟. Please, don‟t get me wrong, I‟m not 

homophobic. Some of this crowd really did believe in fairies!  Not that the staff went around 

quoting Steiner‟s esoteric theories. For the most part, they were hard working, capable, down-

to-earth teachers. Better still, they gave me complete freedom in the science lab, and never 

questioned my authority. 

 

In the comprehensives, it took five minutes to get the kids to sit down and be quiet. In The 

Waldorf School, they would silently rise as I walked into the room, and in unison greet me 

with, “Good morning Jim”. It was unnerving and somewhat embarrassing.  

 

Worked long hours preparing enjoyable and instructive lessons, with many practical 

experiments. Teacher training had drilled me in the importance of „hands on‟ experience.  My 

reputation soared, but for financial reasons the upper school folded, and I needed to find 

another job.  

 

Got a brilliant recommendation, and applied for a part-time post at Hengrove Comprehensive.  

Two candidates for two positions, so I was relaxed and confident. Almost put my feet up on the 

Headmaster‟s desk, and for the first and only time in my life, actually said what the 

interviewers wanted to hear. Probably didn‟t matter. They desperately needed someone to take 

a very difficult class, which nobody wanted. Whoopee, the worst class in the school, and it was 

mine, all mine.  

 

Coming home, looked up to Judy in the kitchen window, and said, “I got it”. Only three words, 

but they marked an important turning point for both of us. In the following year, Judy began a 

Diploma in Social Work. She had initially wanted to do a lesser qualification, but I convinced 

her to aim high. A whopping big paycheck does wonders for ones self-esteem.  

 

In spite of our professional commitments, Judy and I continued to meditate, wherever we were, 

whatever else we did. Our new house had a wonderful room for meditation, partially 

underground, dead quiet, and large enough to sit ten. Bristol‟s Group Meditations were moved 

to our home, and have been here ever since. That‟s twenty-six years and counting. Every 

Monday night, we sit for an hour, and then have tea and flapjacks.  

 

Meditation is a peculiar social activity. One sits silently in a room, with a handful of other 

people. Your personal struggle is your personal struggle. Often, you are unaware that anyone 

else is present. At the end of the hour, nothing is said about the meditation. And yet the group is 

important, probably essential. As people leave for home, they thank me. And yet, what have I 

done? Baked a dozen flapjacks. I‟m there, every Monday night. People know where to find me.  
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Somewhat trickier is the no alcohol rule. None on the premises, not even cooking-sherry. This 

wasn‟t a problem for Judy or I.  Neither of us wanted to drink. Nor did we feel inclined to 

smack our heads against a wall. I don‟t feel that our social lives were restricted in any way. Iris 

grew up without alcohol in the home and accepted the fact. She did drink, but not here.  

 

There was and still is, a constant stream of fine people coming to our home. I don‟t invite them.  

They phone up and invite themselves, the only qualification being that they‟ve done a Ten Day 

Course. Bit of an unusual situation. Maybe twenty strangers, each year, showing up and making 

themselves at home. They might return for a few weeks, months or years.  Some have become 

lifelong friends. We recently did the arithmetic. Over three hundred meditators have sat in the 

little room downstairs. It‟s quite a responsibility. Each and every one of these people is fragile 

and alone, looking for answers in a world that appears hostile and without meaning. They are 

all destined to suffer and die. I provide a square-meter of floor space and, hopefully, a good 

example. 

 

I continued to do ten-day courses, one each year.  Always felt like an explorer, pushing off into 

uncharted territory. Over the years my understanding has deepened and evolved.  Below are 

episodes culled from a number of courses, separated in some cases by five or ten years.  We 

were a tiny band, who met, dispersed, then met again. Friendships formed, and dissolved. 

Here‟s one brief incident, which demonstrates how transient relationships could be. 

---------------------------------- 

 

I am taking the opportunity to meditate on my own, in the loft of a barn. Whenever possible, I 

avoid the distraction of sitting with the large group of meditators in the main hall.  

 

“Out here, all wheels glide smoothly, along silent tracks of light”. 

 

Someone touches me gently on the arm. Hans is kneeling before me, looking directly into my 

eyes. I‟ve not seen him since the early meditation courses in Oxford, five years ago. We had sat 

silently together for twenty days, in bitterly cold, harsh, conditions. Nevertheless, a close 

friendship developed. After that, we lost track of each other, but now he‟s back. Was happy to 

see him, and looked forward to the end of the course, when we could catch up and share 

experiences. Smiled, closed my eyes, and never saw him again. 

---------------------------------- 

 

Here‟s another event, which could have turned into headline news. 

 

It‟s five in the morning. The bedrooms are freezing, so everyone has piled into the meditation 

hall. Forget about enlightenment, I‟d settle for feeling my toes again. The room is packed, with 

a small wood-burning stove crackling away, six feet off to my left. Close my eyes and settle 

down to wait for breakfast. It will be hot porridge, prunes and toast. May as well meditate.  

Might help to pass the time.  

 

The room is remarkably still, suffused with an intense feeling of concentration. But also, there‟s 

something else. Surely, the stove is a bit on the smoky side. Actually, it‟s a small pile of logs, 

stacked against the stove, which is smoldering away. The room‟s dense with a thick grey cloud, 

which extends from the ceiling almost down to the floor. Eighty meditators are sitting in a thin, 

ever diminishing layer of breathable air. No one moves and most have not opened their eyes. 

Finally, a worker removes the smoking logs, and the meditators, without a word or the slightest 

commotion, file out into the yard. Surely, this is taking, “Don‟t panic”, a bit too far. 

---------------------------------- 

 

Day Three: I am hanging my laundry in a small, sunny, courtyard, and experiencing a state of 

„perfect‟ peace and happiness. The soft air carries subtle fragrances from nearby flowers. 

Birds are singing, my mind still, my body transparent and tension free. I didn‟t strive for this 
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earthly paradise. It simply arrived. There is nothing to add or to take away. I would happily 

remain here forever. 

 

Day Nine: The endless rounds of hope and disillusionment have exhausted me. I feel like a very 

old man, wise, but saddened. Can remember the pure joy of „day three‟, but do not long for it. 

Here, there is something else. It is an understanding of the human condition and the 

impossibility of being aloof from it. If there is liberation, it walks hand-in-hand with 

compassion for the plight of man. 

 

In the perfect peace and happiness, of „Day Three‟ something was missing. Judy, Iris, my 

friends, the whole of humanity, didn‟t matter.  It was time to get back home and get stuck into 

teaching. 

---------------------------------- 

 

Hengrove Comprehensive was big, and its catchment area rough. One very bright lad didn‟t 

have a father, and seldom saw his mother. She‟d be sleeping, when he left for school in the 

morning, and out on the game at night. He also worked for her, as a drugs courier. I wouldn‟t 

see him from one week to the next, but he always came first in the science tests. Last time we 

met, he was begging on the streets. 

 

And he wasn‟t, by any means, the most damaged. Every class had at least one child with the 

hardened face of an ex-con, and with children like this you couldn‟t hope to win. But teach I 

must. From day one, with every class, it was a battle for control. I always won, though, in a few 

cases, the war raged for over a term. Three months is a long time to be afraid. Let‟s take a look. 

------------------------------------------- 

 

This class has a dozen fifteen year-olds. Surely can‟t be that difficult?  But the school had 

„creamed off‟ the worst kids from the whole of Year 10, and put them all together. The idea 

being that they could only mess up each other. The Deputy Head, a big guy, was supposed to 

take them, but he escaped to a soft post in the city, and I was landed with them. This was 

grossly unfair, but nobody offered to help. I wonder why?  

 

The first day was rough, but I made it. At the end of class, I asked Paul to stay behind and said 

that if he continued to be disruptive, I‟d throw him out. Paul was a tall, powerful, mean looking 

young man. With ice in his eyes, he told me I was going to get my face punched in. A few days 

later he took Craig by the hair, and whacked his head into a desk. There was blood smeared 

about, but Craig said it was an accident. Wasn‟t a lot I could do. Backed off, and waited to see 

what the next day would bring. Paul eventually stopped coming to class. Two years later he 

killed a baby, and was sent to prison.  

 

With Paul gone things got easier, but easier certainly wasn‟t easy. The class smoldered with 

hostility and resentment.  An hour and a half, on a wet Friday afternoon, was interminable 

torture. I tried arranging interesting scientific activities, but it was impossible to guard against 

stupidly destructive acts.  One day, Craig heated up an iron rod in his Bunsen flame, and gave it 

to an unsuspecting student, who yelped and threw it down. Nevertheless, I persisted with the 

Science Practicals, keeping my back to the wall and eyes constantly scanning the room.  

---------------------------------- 

 

The class is divided into five groups, each making their own batch of nylon. As experiments go, 

this one‟s a winner. It‟s smelly, visual, and dangerous. Everyone has their safety-glasses on, 

and then off, and then on again. I hate the damn things. They‟re uncomfortable and difficult to 

see through. Every two minutes someone is told to, “Put them back on”. Then it happens. Dan 

takes a beaker of concentrated ammonia and stuffs it under Craig‟s nose, trying to choke him 

with the fumes. Craig reflexively swats at the beaker with the back of his hand, and sends a 

shower of ammonia flying across the room. It could easily blind or scar, but only a few lab-
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coats have holes burnt in them. Immediately I shut the experiment down. No one objects. They 

recognize the seriousness of the situation. 

---------------------------------- 

 

This class is not going to trash my life. I have a wife, daughter, and career to think about. Had 

the ammonia hit someone in the face, that would have been it. Even without such disasters I 

was going home tired and distressed. And for what? Craig was the only one in the class with a 

prayer of passing, if he lived that long. So I gave up the pretence of teaching Science. 

 

Made sure there was plenty of material in their notebooks, but didn‟t worry if they ever looked 

at it. At the beginning of each lesson, for thirty minutes, everyone would copy out loads of 

material. The class soon knew the score, and played along beautifully. There was an unspoken 

deal. Textbooks, pens, pencils and copybooks had to be at the ready. If anyone came into the 

room, things looked orderly and productive. Behind the scene there was a lot of gossip. 

Magazines were pored over, games played, and the odd novel read. Some of kids actually did 

homework, although not in Science. Adolescents aren‟t all that interested in nuclear reactors.  

 

Attendance gradually dropped off. Really disruptive kids can‟t handle a lack of conflict. The 

nine or ten who remained, turned out to be decent individuals. Now, there was the opportunity 

to sit and talk with them about their lives. What a relief.  

 

Nobody mentioned exam results at the year‟s end. Their Science grades were probably 

appalling, much like their other subjects. This was the only class that I ever gave up on. 

Nevertheless, a clear operating principle was established, which served me well over the next 

ten years.  

 

„If anybody‟s going down, it will be you, not me‟ 

 

(I had graduated from The Lone Ranger to Clint Eastwood) 

 

I quickly identified the most disruptive pupils in every class, and went for them. Usually, they 

didn‟t have the brains to back off. They couldn‟t look soft, in front of their mates. After a 

month of direct conflict the Year Head would show up and drag one of them away. Word got 

around.  If this sounds harsh, remember that most of the kids were great. They needed a sane 

working environment, which I provided. 

---------------------------------- 

 

In my first year of teaching, I developed the ability to connect with twenty-five young people 

simultaneously. It‟s exciting, rewarding and draining.  At the beginning of each lesson, all eyes 

were on me, hoping for anything to break the day‟s monotony. Here are a few tricks of the 

trade.  

 

Master your subject. They can spot incompetence. 

 

Keep your eyes moving, pupil to pupil, face to face. 

Only two seconds of eye-to-eye-contact, keeps them connected to you. 

And you connected to them. 

 

Don‟t go on for too long. Repeatedly check. Are they „getting it‟?  

 

I once observed an A-Level Physics class where every pupil dutifully copied out the work, but 

not one of them understood it.  The lesson hinged on Calculus, which they hadn‟t studied.  

Many teachers prefer to cruise along in blissful ignorance. 

 

Here‟s another useful tip. 
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Be funny, they love it. Alas, you either are or you aren‟t.  

However, if you are, work at it and become even funnier.  

It‟s a craft, like any other, which can be honed.  

Eighty percent of the time, I was entertaining myself, as well as the class.  

And the other twenty percent? Well, you have to drop a few clangers. 

These kids were a forgiving audience. 

 

Eventually, I became a first-rate teacher. Everything in my life, prior to this, was just a 

preparation. I was born to teach. Pride in my ability and striving for excellence kept me going. 

Hengrove was a rough place. A friend of mine, six foot and athletic, wound up afraid to go 

down the hallway. Begged me to walk with him, from the staff room to his class! 

---------------------------------- 

 

It‟s my first day with this „Year 9‟ class. Don‟t know them, but there are too many big guys. 

When I begin to write on the board, a barrage of spitballs splatter around me, narrowly 

missing on all sides. Quickly I turn, only to find a class of angels, smiling sweetly, except; One 

of the big lads has not quite made it back down into his seat. There‟s another six inches to go. 

This is no time to dither. Seconds later, he‟s out the door. 

 

A lot hinged on those „six inches‟. This class was working as a unit. They had planed the 

spitball attack. Had I hesitated, and treated the incident lightly, they would have eventually 

worn me down. A few of them had to go, and even then, the class wasn‟t „mine‟ for another 

three months. You learn to be ruthless, and to live with fear. Sometimes, even when you‟re not 

afraid, fearful things can happen. 

---------------------------------- 

 

This is one of my better „Year 8‟ classes. There are only one or two trouble-makers, and these 

days, that‟s a good class. We are working with volatile liquids, but everyone has protective 

glasses on. Should be safe enough.  

 

I‟m cruising about, keeping an eye on things. Suddenly, there is a bright flash at the front of the 

room. Edwin has heated a tube of gasoline in the Bunsen Burner, and fired it down the bench. 

It went off like a flame-thrower, the burning liquid passing between a double row of students. 

Was worse than the earlier beaker of Ammonia, but once again, no one was hurt.  

 

Can‟t guard against this sort of thing. It only takes ten seconds and one wacko pupil. Edwin 

was removed from my class, and excluded from Hengrove. When his expulsion was announced 

in the staff-room, the teachers spontaneously cheered and clapped. Quite an achievement, to be 

so young, and yet reviled by forty teachers. I almost felt sorry for him, but didn‟t. 

---------------------------------- 

 

The following accident had a satisfying outcome. 

 

Alcohol is being warmed in water baths. It‟s not a malicious act, but some is spilled on the 

bench and catches fire. There‟s a pool of blue flame spreading along the worktop. I shout, 

“STAND BACK”, and bloody hell manage to somehow get the whole thing out. The class is 

cheering and clapping, just as the „Head of Science‟ comes into the room. Not often is there 

cheering in a science lesson? One of the girls yells, “Mr. Todd, you should have seen it. There 

were flames everywhere, and Mr. West shouted, “Stand back”, and put them out, just like 

that!”   

 

I am, of course, my usual humble self. 
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------------------------------------- 

 

The preceding was one of many high points, but overall, with the years, classes became more 

difficult.  In spite of a dedicated and talented teaching staff, Hengrove was locked into a spiral 

of decline.  The better pupils began to leave, and „problem cases‟ took their place. 

 

For this reason, and because of very important developments at home, I knew my teaching days 

were numbered.  Perhaps this was in the back of my mind when ….. 

 

It‟s another, „In Service Training Day‟.  They are, without exception, a waste of time, although 

a good breakfast is served, and teachers get to socialize in a slightly different context.  

 

This day started out with the usual hour-long lecture. Some woman droning away, as she 

places sheet after sheet onto the „overhead projector‟. One list after another. Stuff like, 

“Twenty-five suggestions for improving your school”.  

 

I can‟t take any more, and suggest we “select a few points of interest for detailed discussion”. 

She‟s rattled and misses the opportunity to rescue a dire presentation. On she struggles as yet 

another list of twenty points goes up. Inside my head, an argument is raging:  

 

“Do it Jim, don‟t let her get away with this crap”,  

“Don‟t Jim, just keep your head down”, 
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“O bugger it, what can they do to me?” 

 

 So once again I interject, 

 

 “Look, this is driving me up the wall”, “We know all this stuff and ninety percent of it we can 

do nothing about”. “Let‟s discuss those few things we can actually change?”  

 

I am both angry and eloquent. Now, other teachers begin to chime in. They remind me of 

soldiers, who come out of their trenches, after the enemy lines have been taken. Wisely, the 

Deputy Head intervenes, and suggests that we have an early breakfast. The speaker disappears, 

not to be seen again.  

 

At breakfast, a few teachers discretely congratulated me. Most, however, remained aloof, as if I 

were a tall tree, which might attract lightening. I genuinely felt sorry for the speaker, and was 

trying to be helpful. She was, however, dull, inflexible and incompetent.  Off With Her Head. 

During ten years of teaching, this was my only foray into politics.  At The Ark, I was up to my 

ears in intrigue for seven years.   

---------------------------------- 

 

Lets return now and check up on Judy and Iris. Once again, we‟re back to my first few years of 

teaching. 

 

Judy wanted me to stop teaching and look after Iris, while she did her Social Work diploma, 

but I liked Hengrove and was reluctant to quit. Also, there was no guarantee I could find a 

suitable post later. Fortunately, with a bit of pushing and squeezing, we were able to fit 

everything in. When Judy was at University, I was with Iris, and when I was teaching, Judy 

was at home. Friends sometimes helped but, for the most part, Iris was with either Judy or me. 

We were both enthusiastic about our lives, so happily took on the long hours of work and 

childcare.  

 

I‟m glad we did it the way we did. A child grows up quickly. Had we been working full-time, 

little Iris would have shot by even faster than she did. I liked taking her to the park, and 

chatting with the mums about breast-feeding. 

 

I proof read Judy‟s Social Work essays. They were totally irrelevant to her later work, but had 

to be written. She sometimes felt that I was helping her too much, but I encouraged her to, “Just 

get the damn things out of the way”.  Her real work would be in the field. Academic Sociology 

is appalling. Simple concepts are disguised with layers of cumbersome definitions and jargon. 

Students try to imitate this rubbish and end up being unintelligible.  

 

After Judy completed her Course, it took her a while to find a suitable part-time post, but she 

eventually got one, as a Hospital Social Worker. In nine years, Judy went from being 

chronically unemployed, to working as a well paid, respected, professional. In the same period, 

I underwent a similar transformation.  We were good for each other.  

 

With our professions came money, loads of the stuff!  In the past, three hundred quid took me 

to India, supported me for nine months, then got me home.  We now blew twice that on a few 

weeks in the Canaries.  How nice, to leave a freezing Bristol and land in the sun.  Nobody 

threw decapitated chickens into my bedroom, and the waiters were ever so polite. Judy had 

traveled very little, so this was both exciting, and good for her self-esteem. 

---------------------------------- 

 

We enrolled Iris at „The Bristol Waldorf School‟. After all the carping I‟ve done about Steiner 

institutions, you might wonder why. After all, the place was crawling with Anthroposophists. 
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Can‟t remember having a discussion with Judy about it. Probably, she made the decision, and 

that was that.  

 

Iris started in the nursery, which was a nice little place. There was a huge climbing frame, and 

plenty of mud and sand.  Inside, the place looked like a hobbit hole, with tiny little chairs, piles 

of shells, and pastel fabrics draped about.  

 

If they existed at all, pens and books were discretely hidden. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Children were given time to learn about the physical world. 

 

Only when Iris moved up from the Nursery did I begin to have concerns.  At the end of the day, 

I‟d often pick her up, and we‟d walk home together.  She was enthusiastic about school and had 

plenty to tell me, but I was often physically and mentally exhausted, and had difficulty 

following her convoluted stories. Contented myself with “Yes”, “Oh” and “Good”, by way of 

responses. Didn‟t make much of an effort to follow her ramblings. It never occurred to me that 

her speech was pretty jumbled up. 

 

Then, I went to a parents‟ evening and had a careful look at Iris‟s work books.  It was 

immediately evident that she was a long way „behind‟ everyone else. Her writing and spelling 

were terrible. There was a gap of years between her and the other children in the class. This 

was completely unexpected. I was stunned.  It felt like a sword of ice had been driven through 

me. Many children at Hengrove couldn‟t read or write, and I knew perfectly well what 

happened to them. They were stuffed into remedial classes and written off. Some became 

„discipline problems‟. Their chances, at secondary school, were reduced to zero. Remedial 

teachers are well trained and dedicated, but they don‟t have the time to do what‟s needed. 

 

One evening, Iris came home and happily demonstrated how she was getting along in spelling. 

She didn‟t have a clue. „AKP‟ might be an effort at spelling cat. She was getting help, but I 

knew a few extra hours, each week, wouldn‟t be enough.  

 

Many parents with dyslexic children moan about what the school isn‟t doing, when they‟re in a 

perfect position to do something themselves. Iris was lucky. I was both a skillful teacher and 

committed parent. So it was down to work. The time and effort which my father spent on me, 

was now being passed down the generations to Iris. 
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Judy was right to choose the Waldorf School. The competitive edge, ubiquitous in state 

schools, was unknown to Iris. She was actually happy because her friends could do things that 

she couldn‟t do. “Hollie can spell in French”, and “Nelu has read Lord of the Rings”, were 

typical remarks. Iris enjoyed school, even though most of her classmates were years ahead of 

her. 

 

Her teachers were „old school‟ and set regular tests, especially in spelling. This would have 

been crushing, had I not stepped in and helped her. Slowly she got the idea, and often scored 9 

out of 10 on the tests.  We went over the words at breakfast and then again on the way to the 

bus. She couldn‟t spell well, but at least the test results were encouraging. Every day I sat 

beside her, while she read. At first, half a page was painfully hard work. Later, it was a page, 

then two, and then ten. Today, scores of books line her shelves. 

 

The Waldorf School was conventional, in the old fashioned sense. Not only did her class learn 

about South America, they were bloody well expected to retain the information. Iris had a good 

memory and did well, when tested on a wide range of subjects. She wasn‟t at the top of her 

class, but never far from it. I now knew that she could survive in a State Secondary School. 

With the passing of each year, missing neurological bits and pieces were falling into place.  

 

Life, for the West family, was progressing nicely. 

---------------------------------- 

 

 

I can remember telling a fellow meditator how we had everything, a happy family life, 

fulfilling work and plenty of money. But then added, “It won‟t last”. OK, I know it‟s standard 

Buddhist philosophy, but the remark seemed out of place. Perhaps I suspected that something 

was wrong. 

 

Just a few days later, Judy‟s vision fractured. She was dizzy, and had difficulty walking. A 

friend said that the symptoms sounded like Multiple Sclerosis. However, Judy had a brain scan, 

and the consultant assured us there was no sign of MS.  Understandably, we were relieved. 

Nevertheless, walking home, that voice in the back of my head, was saying, “Maybe not now 

Jim, but one day, you will walk that road”. A month later, Judy had a second attack. It was MS. 

 

There is no such thing as a typical case of MS. Judy didn‟t know if she‟d work productively for 

the next twenty years, or be dead within two. It is, undeniably, a nasty disease. By comparison, 

AIDS or Cancer would have been good news. Judy continued working. On the surface, things 

were much the same as before. However, in the background was constant anxiety and fear. Iris 

was eight, when our lives were turned upside-down.  

 

Judy never knew when the next attack would come, or what damage it might do. Still, she 

carried on at the hospital, and was able to work satisfactorily. If she needed time off, they were 

happy to accommodate her.  

 

Something peculiar happened with Judy‟s friends. They split along lines which would have 

been impossible to predict. Most remained steadfastly close to her, supportive to the end. But a 

few, or maybe more than a few, never saw here again. Judy and I were saddened by the way 

some „close, long-term friends‟ simply vanished. This disappointment was vastly outweighed 

by the steadfast support which she received from so many others. Human beings have 

tremendous reserves of goodness within them. 

 

In the midst of these difficulties, my sister Mary phoned from Canada to say that Mom had 

died. Dad had passed away many years earlier, so now came the realization that I was next in 

line. Booked a flight for Iris and me to Canada.  Must sound macabre, but my mother‟s death 

provided a much-needed break.  
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We stayed in the home which Mary and I grew up in. It had changed very little since we were 

children. Ghosts lurked everywhere.  Prospective buyers came through, assessed me as though I 

were part of the furniture, and moved on. While I was there, my old home was sold out from 

underneath me. Not only were mom and dad gone, but as I watched, the borders of my life 

were being erased. It was a beautiful Ontario summer. The last I would see. 

 

Can hardly believe how quickly my life was spinning away.  Surely, it was only yesterday that 

I took off barefoot through the Mexican jungle, gunshots shattering the night. 

 

Anyway, the relatives came round in a steady stream. The mood was upbeat, rather than 

somber. One might describe mom as eccentric, but this would be charitable. She was a deeply 

disturbed and unhappy woman, given to paranoid fantasies. There was a sparky and funny side 

to her, but get too close and you‟d be burned. The relatives, no doubt, felt that her time had 

come. At the funeral, no one had a bad word to say about her, which was right and proper. The 

time to say something was when she was alive, but you took on my mother at your peril.  

---------------------------------- 

 

Had to go up to the Bank, and sort out Mom‟s estate. She‟d given most of her money to Mary, 

but there was enough left over for me to be interested.  

 

I arrive at the bank early, wearing cut-off trousers and a pair of ragged trainers. The young 

receptionist wants to avoid speaking to me, but I leave her no option. Got an appointment with 

the manager at ten o‟clock. She points me towards a row of plastic chairs in the corner and 

tells me to “sit down”. If they had chairs on the pavement outside the bank, that‟s where I‟d be. 

She‟s bundling a few common prejudices together, and getting me all wrong.  

 

“He is physically handicapped, so probably mentally handicapped. He is wearing cheap, worn-

out clothes, so doesn‟t have a job. This means he‟s in debt and is looking for an overdraft”. 

 

The manager comes in, greets me warmly, apologizes for being late, and immediately invites 

me into his office. I turn and smile at the girl behind the counter. Money talks. The manager 

treats me impeccably, in spite of the fact that I‟m behaving like a complete buffoon, sprawling 

about in a plush leather chair, before the vast mahogany desk. Perhaps, he would like to treat 

me as the receptionist did, but has an agenda of his own. 

---------------------------------- 

 

Until recently, this autobiography has only been about me. Other people came and went, like 

„extras‟ in a movie, but didn‟t have an independent existence.  Now, Judy and Iris were a part 

of me. My wellbeing and theirs were inseparable. This expanding circle of identity enriches and 

gives meaning to life. 

  

On a lighter note, Iris and I spent a weekend down at Lake Erie in Larry and Leone‟s caravan. 

He had a high-powered motor boat. To make sense of this story, you‟ll have to understand that 

Larry wasn‟t just overweight, he was huge. 

 

Larry, Iris and I have just returned from a cruise on the lake. We tie up to the „floating jetty‟. 

It‟s a spindly affair, inadequately supported by empty oil drums. Thanks to Larry, our boat is a 

long way down in the water, and the jetty is much too high for me to climb onto.  

 

Larry says that, “The captain is always the last to leave the boat”.  

 

I convince him that, “In this case, it‟s just not going to work.”  
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So, Larry hauls himself up out of the boat and onto the jetty. Like magic, the boat rises up, and 

groaning, the jetty sinks down. Iris follows Larry, and I am now able to step effortlessly out of 

the boat. Brilliant, except that, as Larry lumbers off towards the shore, the jetty is pitching 

about under his tread. I‟m nearly chucked in, and Iris does fall over the side.  

 

Last night, I read this episode to Iris. Although only nine at the time, she recalled the incident 

in far greater detail than I. This isn‟t surprising. Speed-boating, on the Great Lakes, is far 

removed from catching a No. 71 bus.  

---------------------------------- 

 

Back in Bristol, life carried on, but was never stress free.  Always, lurking in the background, 

was the possibility Judy would be struck by another attack. After each, her vision could be 

worse, or walking more difficult. When teaching, I dreaded a phone call from home. It was 

never good news. Iris was insulated from the worst of things.  We didn‟t hide the truth, but on 

the other hand, there was no point in worrying her with too much detail. Besides, we didn‟t 

know how things would play out.  Judy‟s condition would worsen, but it was impossible to say 

how quickly.  

 

Because of the care Judy needed, Iris didn‟t grow up being the center of attention. This was 

unavoidable, and perhaps a good thing. The sooner she became self-reliant, the happier I‟d be. 

Couldn‟t guarantee being around forever, myself. 

 

Eventually, Judy quit work. She also had to make a decision, which every MS sufferer faces. 

There were any number of possible „treatments‟ or „cures‟, but few were recognized or funded 

by the National Health Service. All involved expending considerable time and effort, and some 

could cost tens of thousands of pounds. In a desperate situation, it‟s tempting to reach out and 

cling to any small hope. Had there been a known cure, then of course, we would have spent 

everything we had and more. This, however, wasn‟t the case. It was a matter of weighing up 

possibilities. I read all of the reputable medical literature, and felt there were no treatments 

offering even a small hope of success. Judy tried a few things, but ultimately felt the same as I. 

She could wind up pursuing one false hope after another, her life entirely focused on illness. 

Instead, she decided to accept the inevitable, and use her remaining years as productively as 

possible. As it happens, all of the treatments available at the time, have proven to be 

ineffectual.  

 

Judy showed remarkable courage by booking a holiday to Turkey. This was in spite of having 

difficulty walking, and the constant fear of another attack.  She was going to live life, even if it 

meant taking chances.  By comparison, my heading off across Asia was relatively 

straightforward.  The holiday was almost a complete disaster.  Three days into it she had a 

serious attack and could barely walk.  It could have gone either way, but slowly she began to 

recover.  Soon we were going into the sea together. Spent all of our days, and a few of our 

evenings, on the beach.  

 

I once walked five miles through the mountains of Pakistan, to find a cheaper cup of tea. Now, 

waiters were bringing me Coca-Cola and chicken sandwiches, as I lounged in a deck chair, 

watching the magnificent scenery stroll by. Poverty had reduced the young ladies to wearing 

terribly inadequate swimming costumes. 

 

Judy and Iris usually took a taxi back from the beach, but I climbed into the hills. The route 

passed through small Turkish farms. Never saw a tourist. The dogs sometimes came after me, 

but I‟d learned in Mexico that all you have to do is pick up a big stone. Iris was most impressed 

with my bravery, but still preferred a taxi back. Children don‟t seem to enjoy one-hour climbs 

in ninety-degree weather.  

 

Now, when I was a young man!  But you know all that, don‟t you. 
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We often ate out, in cool, quiet, spacious surroundings.  Holiday adverts never start with, 

„There is absolutely nothing to do here‟, but they should. For now, Judy was feeling better, and 

we were in a relaxed beautiful setting. It was the best holiday of my life.  

 

 

 

Poverty had reduced the young ladies to wearing terribly inadequate swimming costumes. 

 

 

Then back to Bristol, and ‘Once more, into the breach’. 

 

As I mentioned earlier, Hengrove was sliding downhill, and little could be done to stop it.  Each 

year, the kids were just that little bit more out of control. If life had been straightforward at 

home, then I could have managed at Hengrove, but it wasn‟t. Judy had a series of attacks, 

which progressively left her more and more debilitated. I would come home from school 

exhausted, to face many extra household duties. Judy was brave and tried not to be a burden, 

but at times she was frightened and depressed. There was a danger that Iris would be 

marginalized, but I don‟t think this happened. I was always with her in the evenings, and there 

to get her up in the morning. My years of adventuring were over.  It was time to dig in and do 

the work at hand. Judy began to need increasing personal care. I was continuously up and down 

stairs, with meals and cups of tea. She knew that the situation was unsustainable, but wanted to 

remain at home for as long as possible.  

 

I was committed to helping her do just that.  Single-mindedness is a terrific asset. Uncertainty 

eats into one‟s life. I was, however, burning out. One evening, while preparing supper, I simply 

lay down on the kitchen floor, and rested for two minutes. Got up, refreshed, and carried on, 

but it was a sure sign something would give.  

 

One day, Judy fell out of bed, and couldn‟t get back in. An hour later, she was in hospital. For 

me, this came as a relief. I had had enough. There is a point where the survival instinct takes 

over. 
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Judy knew that I was reaching breaking point, and risking a heart attack.  So while in hospital, 

she began to look for a suitable Nursing Home.  Ironically, this is exactly what she had done for 

other people, over the previous five years at work. She had no illusions about nursing homes. 

None of them were good, but some were better than others.  

 

Crucially, she could walk a short distance, and was able to come home in a cab several 

afternoons each week. Meals, showers, laundry, all of the wearing, repetitive work, was done 

by the „Home‟. We could now spend a relaxed afternoon together, and Iris had time to be with 

her, after arriving back from school. In spite of its limitations, our home-life was a good one. It 

continued to be so for many years. 

 

All of this was not clear-cut. As much as I tried to rationalize the situation, guilt about „what I 

was doing to Judy‟ nagged at me. I‟m sure a few of our friends thought I could have done 

more. They never knew, and will never know, how bad things were during those last six 

months, when Judy was at home. Still, the guilt lingered for years. I tried to justify things to 

myself, but never quite succeeded.  

 

Had to quit teaching. It was sad, walking out on my „Year 7” class. They were hard working 

and capable, but also fragile. One morning, all of your energy is focused on those twenty-five 

faces, and the next day, they‟re gone. 

 

At Home with Iris 

 

Life now settled into a manageable routine.  When Judy was able, she‟d come home for a visit.  

Otherwise, I would go up to the nursing home.  We would have wanted things different, but 

they weren‟t.  There was a period of several months when Judy became very weak, and I 

thought she might die.  Fortunately, with the help of excellent medical care, she recovered. 

 

Group meditations continued, with an ever-widening circle of people coming round. Our 

tradition built its first permanent meditation center just an hour‟s drive from Bristol, which 

meant a steady stream of new students arriving at my door. 

 

My first meditation course was thirty-five years ago.  Students slept, packed in like sardines, on 

a straw strewn floor.  Today, accommodation is much more comfortable.  However, new 

students still describe their introduction to the technique as rewarding, but terribly difficult. 
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As Iris approached her teens, I became increasingly concerned about preparing her for the 

brutal reality of secondary education.  She was bright, but her reading and writing were still 

poor. I knew all too well, that she ran the risk of being „written off‟ if she went into a large 

secondary, so redoubled my time reading with her at home. But, this wasn‟t enough.  

 

Contacted her classroom teacher, and asked if Iris could skip a few „unnecessary‟ lessons in the 

afternoons, so that I could give her extra help. The teacher refused! Her objection boiled down 

to some sort of stupid, professional pride. Inner Circle Steiner People are dedicated, but with 

that dedication comes the belief that they‟re the only ones able to do a job properly. I was 

tempted to remove Iris from the school, but didn‟t because of the social disruption which would 

have ensued. The situation was incredibly frustrating.  Iris spent hours working on a play, 

intended to impress the parents, when she could have been at home reading with me. The play 

was very good.  However, since leaving primary, Iris has never acted, but she has written 

many, many essays.  

 

I‟ll take a break here to describe how Iris‟s school put on plays. Shakespeare, who delighted in 

gender swapping, would have loved it. The most attractive girl in the class would get Juliet‟s 

part, but as the play progressed, another girl would take over, and then another. The discarded 

Juliets would reappear as lesser characters, often masculine.  Romeo could wind up sword 

fighting with a former Juliet. Iris dashed off stage as the nurse, and came back two minutes 

later, but I didn‟t recognize her!  The audience agreed it was a fantastic production, although 

you had to have your wits about you. Alas, poor Juliet‟s charms did diminish as the play 

progressed. No wonder Romeo topped himself. The beauty of this kind of production is that no 

one gets to hog center stage. 

 

When Iris graduated from the Waldorf Primary, there was no easy transition to a State 

Secondary. The two systems did not mesh, so I decided to teach her at home.  The sudden 

break with her school friends concerned both Judy and I, but was unavoidable. Many of her 

mates took the „mad‟ option of travelling two hours each day, to attend a Steiner Secondary, 

smack in the middle of nowhere. Iris lost contact with most of them.  

 

It was important for her to find new friends and alternative activities, but this wasn‟t difficult. 

In any case, schools are poor social environments. They are noisy, crowded and often chaotic. 

Kids spend a lot of time trying to talk, while the teacher spends an equal amount of time trying 

to shut them up. Genuine social interaction is restricted to, at best, a few hours each day. In 

addition, there is a lot of bullying, both emotional and physical.  

 

I wanted Iris to be competent in The Three Rs. Threw in a few Science lessons, but these were 

essentially reading exercises. Everything else we ignored. The „school day‟ started at eight-

thirty, and continued with one short break for two-and-a-half hours. That was it, and that was 

enough. At eleven o‟clock, we went down to Café Delight, for Coke and cake.  

 

In Bristol, there were regular activities arranged for children who were being educated at home.  

In the afternoons, Iris often went swimming or skating.  Craft classes in the evenings, were held 

only a five-minute walk from home. She soon made new friends. If anything, her social life 

was better than it had been at the Waldorf School. 

 

We carried on like this for fifteen months. Iris was good company, the necessary work was 

getting done, and there was no excessive pressure. However, when she was fifteen, it was time 

for her to go out into the „real world‟. She and I couldn‟t chum around forever.  

 

After a few false starts, Iris was enrolled in The Bristol College of Further Education. She 

signed up to do Math, Physics, English and Biology. My little girl was going straight from 

Primary to College. She had skipped over all the rubbish in-between. 
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None of her subjects were easy. You couldn‟t simply rely on memory work in Math and 

Physics, and Iris still had problems with reading and writing. However, these subjects did open 

the door to virtually any course in future years.  

 

Iris needed five C‟s. She applied herself to the task and I helped as much as possible. She 

became accustomed to the idea of sitting down and grinding through endless „past examination 

papers‟. As the finals approached, I was concerned but hopeful. It would be a close run thing.  

 

She did get five C‟s. Judy, Iris and I were pleased, and collectively breathed a sigh of relief. 

Trouble is, this academic game never ends. A hurdle, which seems so important, is suddenly 

behind you and the next challenge looms.  

 

Now for A Levels. She was unwise to take English in her first year, but I had to admire her 

optimism. In the second year she dropped English to pick up Philosophy, but otherwise A 

Levels progressed smoothly. The work was more difficult than her GCSE‟s, but she did even 

better, and was well set up for university.  

-------------------------------------- 

 

Once again, Judy and I were proud and relieved.  But here, I want to drift off into a bit of 

philosophy.  What follows now dominates much of my thinking.  It comes down to this.   

 

“Well done Iris, but you had one hell of a lot of help.” 

 

In fact, the boundaries of this help extend far and wide, in time and space.  It‟s probable that 

you wouldn‟t have made it through University without me. My father, in turn, was an 

exceptional teacher.  You have much to thank him for.  Also, for better or worse, you have my 

mother‟s sense of humor. 

 

On the other side, it was Judy‟s love that kept you warm and safe, even while she was edging 

ever closer towards death. And so it goes….  There isn‟t a circle that we can draw around Iris.  

Tens of thousands can stand up and take a bow. 

 

Our actions affect others, not just in the moment, but long after our death.  The simplest act of 

kindness will span continents and echo through centuries.  For all practical purposes, we are 

immortal.  Our lives are given meaning, beyond the immediate.  But, is it enough?  Well, two 

very brave people, are about to put it to the test. 

-------------------------------------- 

 

While Iris was racking up qualifications, Judy‟s condition continued to deteriorate. Coming 

home became difficult, and finally impossible. Overall, she was in good spirits, but her life was 

an endless succession of new problems.  

 

At the same time, my physical wellbeing was going downhill. The decline was so gradual that I 

didn‟t recognize anything was wrong. But wrong it definitely was.  Walking a mile or two 

became difficult. I found myself stopping for a rest far too often. Figured it was just a case of 

getting older. Slept badly, and woke in the morning feeling terrible. Judy noticed how tired I 

looked, and began to worry. 

 

Polio had left me with a curved spine. A major operation, at the age of four, slowed the 

bending, but nothing can halt the remorseless onslaught of time. By the age of fifty, my left 

lung was collapsing. In addition, my upper chest muscles had been paralyzed by pneumonia. 

This meant that I couldn‟t get enough Oxygen, and Carbon Dioxide was building up in my 

blood. Ones system adjusts and compensates, but peculiar things began to happen. It was weird 

in the extreme, almost impossible to describe.  

-------------------------------------- 
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No one‟s led a blameless life, and that‟s certainly true of me. Some things don‟t matter. 

They‟re “Just a part of growing up”. But there are other things I‟m deeply ashamed of. This 

burden of guilt began to take on monstrous proportions as my Carbon Dioxide levels rose.  

 

In the night, when my breathing slowed, I was being poisoned. As these silent attacks increased 

in severity, my dream world became an extended, coherent narrative, in which the secret me 

took over. Starved of Oxygen, this other me was a very unpleasant person, truly evil.  

 

I took shameful incidents from my real life, and dragged them into a parallel dream existence. 

Slowly, the sleeping me grew darker and took on a solid, defined form. Always, it feared being 

discovered. At first, the two personalities were only dimly aware of each other, although 

gradually the night began to bleed into the day. At times, I didn‟t know who I was, or what was 

real.  I led a Jekyll and Hyde existence.  My brain devising chilling tortures.  

-------------------------------------- 

 

In the long stretches of darkness, there is intense anxiety and suffering, but no identity. Nor is 

there sensory input of any type, not even pain. Confused consciousness writhes and struggles, 

as though embedded in granite. There is only limitless fear.  

 

Silently, like golden grains falling from an hourglass, a thin shaft of light penetrates my tomb. 

Then, the darkness closes in once more, and hope vanishes. This is an eternal Hell.  

 

During the day, routine tasks became difficult or impossible. Twice in twenty-four hours, I 

bought the same lot of groceries. My thinking was so confused this didn‟t worry me. Got a 

course of antibiotics but wasn‟t able to decipher the instructions and forgot to take them. 

 

Before Iris left for university, I sat down with her and described how I felt. In effect, I told her 

that I might die, and that death would come as a welcome relief. She didn‟t understand, which 

was all to the better. Her vision was now directed out, and away. 

 

After her departure, I kept thinking she was still at home. Twenty times a day I‟d say 

something to her, and only then realize that she wasn‟t there. Mary phoned from Canada. 

During the thirty-minute conversation, I repeatedly fell asleep. Didn‟t think anything wrong, 

just figured she was, “incredibly boring”. After group meditation, I noticed that my left arm 

was partially paralyzed: didn‟t worry me. 

 

My ankles swelled to twice their size but I was just going to „carry on‟. Fortunately, a friend 

came by and called an ambulance. Remember lying back, as they put an oxygen mask on, and 

saying, “All I want is for someone to look after me”. Raced down hospital corridors, stretched 

out on a trolley, banging through double doors. Had seen this a hundred times in films, and 

quite enjoyed the drama. Then, for days, nothing, except one curious event. 

 

Am wheeled into a large hospital ward.  Old men, many wearing oxygen masks, stare at me, 

pity in their eyes.   

 

A doctor is talking. He is a kind, disembodied voice.  

 

Asks permission to cut a hole in my throat, should it become necessary.  

 

Don‟t hesitate for a second.  It‟s the easiest decision I‟ve ever had to make.   

 

“No”, I say. “Don‟t operate. I want to go”. 
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Never saw the doctor again. He appeared from nowhere and quietly vanished, yet held my life 

in his hands.  

-------------------------------------- 

 

For a few days, I was semi-conscious.  A respirator kept me breathing, but the process was 

exhausting and painful. One inhales six hundred times every hour. If you‟re struggling with 

each breath, that‟s a long, hard hour.  

 

Wanted to die.  However, even at my worst, I carefully thought through the effect my suicide 

would have on Iris. Gradually, the darkness lifted.  Judy, Iris, and many friends began to visit. 

The word was getting round that my time might be up. Told Iris not to worry, and asked her to 

go back to university.  

 

After five days in hospital, I began to live strategically, determined to stay alive.  Recognized 

that recovery wasn‟t just a medical problem. Human contact was the anchor that would keep 

me in this world.  

 

A large hospital ward‟s a busy place, but it‟s anonymous. Nurses, doctors, and cleaners all have 

somewhere else to be.  So I learned their names and snagged them in the brief few seconds as 

they hurried by. This was no easy task. I was thinking slowly and none too clearly. Couldn‟t 

read anything more complicated than a dinner menu. Still, stuck with the task. Every time one 

nurse spoke to another, I listened, registered the name, and practiced it. Then, “John, could I 

ask you something?” Just a few minutes contact, a half-dozen times each day, made a terrific 

difference. Slowly, my mind cleared.  

 

The hospital was a fantastically interesting place. An intricate, ever changing drama was being 

played out before me. Sat perched on the edge of my bed, ready to swoop on the next exciting 

episode. 

  

Imagine thin invisible strings connecting everyone on the ward. Each movement caused a 

ripple of reactions. No word was left unheard. Heads near and far, tilted ever so slightly when 

someone spoke. Everyone was drawn or repelled by multiple partners, in this dance of need.  

Nurses, arriving for the morning shift, advanced into the room, benignly acknowledging 

patients. Proud, self-assured doctors swept all aside, ignoring ancillary staff.  I saw everything 

in minute detail. Some of it was „funny‟. 

 

Across from me, a middle-aged man is recovering from a heart operation. His doctor assures 

him that his chances are good, and recommends that he get to know the man in the next bed 

who suffers from a similar condition, but is now “ready to resume his normal life”. After the 

doctor leaves, the two men talk at length, the second man being up beat and supportive. 

 

That afternoon, the man “ready to resume his normal life”, has a heart attack, collapses and 

sprawls across the first man‟s bed. Upwards of fifteen people quickly arrive on the scene. 

There is a mixture of intense activity and idle curiosity. Many are feeding off this real-life 

drama. The man survives, although I feel that his earlier reassurances are less than 

convincing. 

 

Watched from a few feet away, keenly interested, but utterly unconcerned about the man‟s fate. 

People were dying all around me. I simply observed. To quote Shakespeare,  

 

„As flies are we to the gods, they kill us for their sport‟. 

 

My doctor was on holiday so I relied on information from the nurses. They said I would always 

have to wear an Oxygen supply. This would mean equipping the house with gas bottles, and 

plastic tubing running everywhere. Wasn‟t pleased with the prospect, but adjusted to the idea. 
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Was starting to feel good, and could envision myself strolling down to Café Delight, with an 

oxygen bottle over my shoulder.  

 

In fact, I was feeling very good, better than I had in years. My doctor finally did show up, and 

asked me how I felt. My response was one seldom-heard in an Acute Respiratory Ward. 

 

“I feel Great.” 

 

He told me my lungs were restricted, but in exceptionally good condition. That hundred-mile 

trek through Northern Pakistan, was paying off. He wasn‟t happy about me getting high on 

Oxygen at the Hospital‟s expense, and asked me to “taper it off”.  Took me a day to dispense 

with the Oxygen.  

 

However, I was far short of being able to go home. For reasons, which nobody understood, my 

entire body underwent varying degrees of paralysis. Could barely stand, let alone walk or climb 

stairs. This slowly improved during my last two weeks in hospital, but I shall never be that 

„fine figure of a man‟ who posed naked for the ladies at the German art college.  I would have 

to sleep with a respirator for the remainder of my life.  

 

Finally, after one month, I left the Hospital. During my stay, every other patient on the ward 

had come and gone. Many left feet first. 

-------------------------------------- 

 

While in hospital, I developed an extremely intolerant attitude toward smokers. The doctors 

never asked a patient whether they smoked, or how much. One look at the X-rays told them all 

they needed to know.  

 

Not only does the smoker destroy their health, but their death is an indulgent, self-centered act. 

Wheezing and spluttering to the grave isn‟t nice, but it does end.  In his last weeks, the patient 

is drugged and senseless. However, his wife and children aren‟t. Day after day, they stand at 

the bedside, hoping for a flicker of recognition from the lifeless eyes. They lie to each other, 

desperate for comfort.  

 

“I‟m sure he knows us, and hears our voices”. 

 

When leaving the ward, they support each other, brave and almost erect. But beyond the double 

doors they break down, cry and scream.  

 

Dying is easy, you selfish bastard. No father would smoke, if through a trick of time, he faced 

standing by the cancer-wracked body of his son or daughter. 

-------------------------------------- 

 

Arrived home weak, alone, and unsure of myself. Climbing the stairs or taking a five-minute 

walk were major undertakings. Days went by when I did neither. Friends and neighbors were 

extremely helpful, and still are.  

 

Iris was back at University and Judy in a Nursing Home. After the bustling hospital ward, my 

house was a lonely place. Slowly rebuilt my life. 

-------------------------------------- 
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Group meditations continued while I was in hospital. George came round on Monday nights 

and opened the house. New meditators, who arrived while I was away, knew nothing about me 

or how I fit into the scheme of things. Would have felt a stranger, in my own home, except that 

most of the meditators were old timers, dating back many years.  

 

For a while, I was too weak to sit with the group, and had to content myself with stretching out 

on the bed upstairs. Meditation, however, was not difficult. I fell naturally into a tranquil state, 

my mind resting peacefully in the present. This was relaxing and, dare I say it, positively 

enjoyable. In the evenings, usually around nine, there was often a further development. My 

mind stopped working altogether. I was simply in the world. Could, and did function, but there 

was no need to do anything. Life was complete, infused with a quiet ecstasy. 

 

 

-------------------------------------- 

 

Here‟s a funny observation.  Transcendental joy is a real conversation stopper.  Friends don‟t 

know what to make of it.  Tell them you‟re in pain and they respond with compassion and 

understanding.  But unbounded love?  Er, can we talk about something else?  So I will. 

 

-------------------------------------- 
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It is now four years since I left Southmead Hospital. Iris graduated with a good degree, and 

went travelling in Thailand.  

 

 

 

Judy died ten months ago, thinking of others to the very end. 

 

 

O 

 

O 

 

O 

 

And once again, three years farther down the line. 

 

Breathing is difficult, and walking far more perilous. 
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Iris has been out East for the last year.  Seems to enjoy warm, sandy shores. 

 

 

 

I have beaten a path from Guatemala to Goa, but this journey is approaching its end. 

 

Goodbye 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 


